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When a woman with a past 
sets out to insure her future, 
no man is safe ... Armed 
with a beautiful face—and a 
body to match—Sheila Salem 
goes her merry way—break- 
ing homes, destroying love, 
playing both ends against 
the middle... Nothing mat- 
ters but the goal! Nothing 
matters until Sheila meets 
the one man who is capable 
of showing her the error of 
her ways—but, by then it is 
too late. Incapable of an 
honest emotion, and be- 
trayed by her passion-starved 
body, she finds that there is 
only one road left. Embit- 
tered and with no choice, 
the tempting blonde takes it! 
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CHAPTER ONE 
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JIMMY WAS HELPING his father decorate the main dining room when 
the girl came in. He looked down at her from his position on the 
ladder and the first thing that struck him was her slow, attractive 
smile. She wore her hair in loose blonde waves and the summery 
green dress made the most of her provocative curves. She watched 
him, still smiling, as he fumbled with the bunting on the chandelier, 
and said, “There’s a right way to do that. Would you like me to 
show you?” , 

Jimmy stopped and returned her smile. “I had an idea it didn’t 
look so good. For two hours I’ve been beatin’ my brains out tryin’ 
to get it to hang right, but Pop keeps tellin’.me—” ~ 

“What does Pop keep tellin’ you?” Mike Poulos was at the other 
end of the room but his clear, deep voice carried right across to them. 
He put down his hammer and walked over, weaving betwen the 
tables. When he got to the girl he pointed up at Jimmy and said, 
“What do you think of a boy who don’t know how to use his hands? 
He should of had the job finished long ago. I wasted all morning 
tryin’ to learn him how to fasten the crepe and just look at the mess 
he has there!” He ran his fingers over his bald scalp and shook his 
head. “When he was born I was afraid I was goin’ to get a girl, but 
now I’m sorry that it wasn’t. My poor wife! It’s a good thing she 
can’t know how he turned out!” ; 

Jimmy grinned at them from the ladder. “Don’t mind him, lady. 
Pop’s a great kidder. I get this all the time from him.” 

Mike looked at her with his shiny black eyes. He was smiling. “I 
would be ashamed to let a lady help me, but not him. Look! He’s 
coming off the ladder now! Jimmy, get back up. there!” 

But Jimmy was already on the floor. He was taller.than his father, 
with black, curly hair and with the same laughing eyes. “I know,” 
he said. “You want to keep this pretty lady all to yourself, but not 
while I’m around, you won’t.” He held out a friendly hand and the 
girl took it. “My name is Jimmy Poulos,” he said, “and this guy is 
my old man, Mike. We own this place.” He kept her fingers in his 
but she didn’t seem to mind. > 

_“T’m Sheila Salem. I came for something to eat.” 
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“We're closed today,” Mike said. “Got a big affair tonight. Vet- 
erans’ organization. Didn’t you see the sign? I told Jimmy—” He 
stopped. 

“You guessed it, Pop. I forgot to put it up.” The grin didn’t leave 
Jimmy’s face. He took Sheila’s elbow. “But I tell you what. PI fix 
up something for this nice lady if she’ll show us how to hang that 
paper spinach. Is it a deal, Miss Salem?” 

“It’s a deal! But you better make plenty to eat because I’m pretty 
hungry!” 

Mike wiped his hands on a large red bandanna. “I'll take care 
of you, lady. I don’t want you to go around saying later that the Way- 
side Inn serves lousy food. Not that Jimmy don’t know how to boil 
an egg or serve coffee—” 

“Thanks, Pop. I'll say the same for you some day.” 

But the elder Poulos was already on his way. He waved to them 
as he entered the kitchen and Jimmy said, “Great guy, Pop. He’s just 
like a brother to me.’ 

The blonde girl smiled at him. “You’ve still got my hand. And I'd 
like to use it—up there. That is, if you can spare it.” 

-Jimmy flushed, releasing her hastily. 

She went to the ladder and tried it for stability. Then she slipped 
off her shoes, bending forward, and said, “Steady it for me, Jimmy.” 

He watched as she took the rungs easily, one by one. It was a ten 
, foot ladder and she stopped just one short of the top. 

She smiled down at him over her shoulder, and said, “Now watch 
my hands.” 

“I’m watching. But go slow. I don’t catch on fast.” 

“PI take your word for it. But I won’t try to distract you—by too 
much talking.” 

Jimmy laughed. “You’re a great kidder, just like my old man.” 

He knew she was smiling though he couldn’t see her face. Her 
hair was lovely in the half-light, however, shimmering like golden 
fire. He tried to pay attention to what she was doing but he couldn’t 
keep his eyes from straying. 

She was a wonderfully friendly girl, he kept thinking. Friendly. 
and beautiful. He felt that he had known her all his life. It was funny, 
looking up at her and feeling that way. Maybe he shouldn’t be look- 
ing so much but he just couldn’t help himself. She knew too, that 
he wasn’t watching her hands, but she just went about her task with 
deft efficiency and the bunting was adjusted i in a matter of minutes. 

“There!” she cried. “See how simple it is? I hope you learned 
something. Next time you have a party—” 


“TIl call you back to help.” 

He held out his hand as she descended, assisting her to the floor. 
She seemed a little excited, her cheeks red-tinted, her eyes all bright 
and shiny. Her fingers dug into his. “I was scared,” she said. “You got 
no idea how scared I was, standing so high.” 

“But you seemed—” 

“Sure. I’m always fooling people. They all think I’m so sure of 
myself.” 

“You should of told me! After all, we were only kiddin’—” 

She gave him the slow smile. “Forget it. I’m glad I did it. It—it’s 
no good when you start to lose your nerve.” 

They could hear Mike working in the kitchen, the rattling metal- 
lic sounds punctuating his cheerful humming. 

-She started to put on her shoes but Jimmy bent down quickly, get- 
ting to one knee, and helped her. The girl steadied herself against 
the ladder and when Jimmy looked up he saw that she had her eyes 
shut tight. He got up and put his hands to her shoulders anxiously. 

“What’s the matter, Sheila? Anything wrong?” 

Her eyes remained shut as she spoke. “I’ll—be all right in a minute. 
“T’m—just a little dizzy—” 

He studied her, taking in the smooth, fair skin, the full red lips 
that-had an invitingly natural pout. “We got rooms upstairs. Maybe 
you should rest a little.” 

She smiled, and something seemed to melt within him. “It'll pass 
off, Jimmy. Just—hold me this way for a second.” 

Her eyes did not open. The lids were delicately blue, fringed with 
sweeping dark lashes. To Jimmy she had the face of a saint. But her 
body—There was something about her— 

Sheila knew what he was thinking. He was closer now. So close that 
she could feel his warm breath on her cheek. 

She opened her eyes—slowly. “Don’t,” she breathed. “Don’t—spoil 
it now.” 

He stepped back and dropped his arms to his sides. She saw that 
he was flustered but pretended not to notice. Jimmy was curiously 
tense. He tried to kid himself out of it but it was no use. The girl 
did something to him. He was upset and elated at the same time. He 
didn’t know what was happening to him. 

Mike shouted from the kitchen that he was almost ready and Jim- 
my hurried to set a nearby table. Gratefully, it seemed, and with a 
great deal of relief. He held the chair for her and Sheila sat down. 

She glanced up at him obliquely, acknowledging his service with 
a flicker of her purple-blue eyes, and spread the napkin in her lap. 
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The swinging door opened and Mike tame in, his swarthy smile 
showing behind the steaming tray. “I hope you did a good job on 
the chandelier!” he cried. “Otherwise I'll eat this breakfast myself, 
it’s so good!” 

Sheila laughed, pointing. “Take a look and see for yourself! Rib- 
bons of red, white and blue, all in place, a hundred percent patri- 
otic! It'll be the hit of the party!” 

Mike punched his hands to his hips and pretended to study the 
job critically. “Pretty good,” he admitted, nodding. “Almost as good 
as I could do myself.” 

The. tenseness left Jimmy. He took the things off the tray and 
watched Sheila as she ate. Mike leaned on the back of a chair and 
watched too. 

Sheila put down her spoon. “I’m keeping you from your work,” 
she began. 

“Sure,” Mike said. “But who wouldn’t rather look at you than 
work?” 

Jimmy forced a laugh. “Pop, stop kiddin’. Can’t you see she’s em- 
barrassed? Let her eat.” 

The elder Poulos eased himself into the chair, resting his arms 
on the table. “I like to have a little fun,” he said. “What else is there 
in life but having a little fun? Jimmy is more serious than me, but 
I think I improved him. His mother loved her fun too, Lord rest 
her.” He cocked his head to one side and looked at Sheila with his 
laughing black eyes. “You look like you could use a little fun too.” 

“Im just tired, Mr. Poulos. Tired, and hungry.” 

“You got no problem. A little food and a little sleep will set you 
right.” 

“T guess so.” She took a spoonful of cereal. 

“Too bad that you can’t stay and finish the job,” Jimmy said. “I 
suppose you'll be leavin’ right after you eat.” 

Again she gave him the oblique glance. “That all depends.” 

“You mean—you’re not in a hurry? You're not goin’ anywhere?” 

“Not in particular. Why? Have you got any ideas?” 

Mike grinned. “I got plenty of ideas, like—” : 

“Behave yourself, Pop!” Jimmy frowned. “Can’t you be serious 
even for a minute?” 

Mike shrugged, spreading his hands. “What did I say now? A 
pretty girl likes to hear those things. Don’t you, Sheila?” : 

She patted his hand, “Sure, Mike. I know how you. mean it.” She 
turned to Jimmy. “I’m looking for something to do, if it’s a job you’re 
offering me.” 
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“A one day job,” Mike said. “You wouldn’t want a one day job?” 

“Why not?” She winked. “It all depends on the pay.” 

Mike laughed. “That’s good! I like you, Sheila. Maybe after today 
we could find more work for you.” He looked at his son. “What do 
you think, Jimmy? For the party we could use her, no? And then—” 

“The Wayside Inn could use a little class. And Sheila has it. Would 
you really consider workin’ here, Sheila?” 

“For a while, anyway,” She seemed amused, watching Jimmy with 
a touch of whimsey. “Why do you find it hard to believe?” 

He dropped his gaze. “Well—I don’t know how to put it. You don’t 
look like an ordinary workin’ girl. I keep thinkin’ you were on the 
stage, that—” 

“That I’m too glamorous to just take any kind of a job?” She gave 
a little laugh.. “Maybe you're right. But a girl has to eat. Even a 
beautiful girl, like me.” 

Mike chuckled. “I’m gettin’ to like you more and more. Stay 
around a while if you want. We’ll find something for you to do. And 
you can see that we’ll be easy to get along with.” 

Jimmy felt his heart starting to pound. “Sure,” he echoed. “We're 
easy to get along with. If you can take Pop’s kiddin’ we’ll get along 
-just fine.” r 
Sheila tackled the soft-boiled egg. “You’d be surprised at what I 
' can stand. Life isn’t exactly a picnic for a single girl, no matter how 
pretty she is.” 
| “You got no family at all?” Mike asked. 

“Not a soul. You and Jimmy are lucky. You have each other.” 

“Yeah. And I thank God every night for it,” Mike said. He looked 
at his son. “And this time I’m not kiddin’.” 

A short silence followed. Mike poured the coffee for her then, and 
asked if she wanted more to eat. Sheila declined. “Not another 
smidgeon!” she cried, leaning back. “I feel like I’ve made a pig of 
myself. Everything was so good! Mike you’re wonderful!” 

“Sure, I know.” He took a packet of cigarettes from his shirt pock- 
et. “Light up and relax. There’s nothin’ like a good smoke after a 
good meal.” He held the match for her and took a cigarette for him- 
self. 

Jimmy couldn’t take his eyes off her. Her hair was like silk, golden 
silk, he thought. And her lips— 

“My bag is outside,” she said, “at the left end of the counter. I’m 
a little tired. If you could show me to my room—” 

“Stay there”, Jimmy said jumping up. “PI get it for you.” He 
hurried out. 
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Mike laughed. “You got him trained already,” he said. “But that’s 
good. He just had a fight with his girl. He was makin’ it tough for me.’ 

“He'll get over it.” Sheila let the smoke drift from her nostrils. 
“Kids always do. It’s easy for them.” 

“You're talkin’ like a grandma. [ll bet you ain’t much older.than 
Jimmy at that.” 

“Thanks for the compliment. You’ re a sweet guy, Mike. But to 
me Jimmy is still a kid. Now you—” 

“Don’t flatter me. I like it too much. And if I get serious you won't 
like me.” He grinned. “And I want you to like me.” He took his 
hand from hers as Jimmy came back. 

Sheila got up and followed him as he led the way. Mike was right 
behind her. She could feel his eyes on her, read his unspoken 
thoughts as if they were printed in bold headlines. All men were 
alike. All men thought alike. That’s what made it so easy for girls 
like herself to get along. 

Mike remained at the foot of the stairs and watched her ascend. 
“T expect you to come right down, Jimmy!” he laughed. “If you don’t, 
Tl call up Florence and then you'll really be in the soup!” 

Sheila turned at the landing and grinned down at him. “Don’t 
worry about Jimmy! He doesn’t stand a chance! I got my brass 
knucks with me, right here in my bag!” 

Jimmy tossed a quick jibe over his shoulder and continued on. 
When they got to the room he unlocked the door and showed her in. 

“This is the best room in the house,” he said. “What did you do 
to Pop, hypnotize him? You sure got him eatin’ out of your hand.” 

“I guess this is just his way of inviting me to stay for a long time.” 

He put down the bag and looked at her. “You can say that again. 
He’s kept pretty much to himself since Mom died. Not that he doesn’t 
like his fun. You see how he is. But he gets awful lonesome at times.” 

“Maybe no more than the rest of us,” she said, and Jimmy stared. 

“T can’t believe that you were ever lonesome, Sheila.” 

She sighed, smiling. “Some day I'll tell you the history of my life. 
But right now Id like to get a little shut-eye..See you in about an 
hour, all right?” 

“Sure.” 

She went to the door with him. “Thanks for being so nice to me, 
you and your pop. Ill remember you in my will.” He hesitated but 
she closed the door anyway and stretched out on the bed. 

The smile was gone and in the clear purple-blue eyes rose an ex- 
pression of bitter frustration. Frustration, coupled with rage. 

Only a few hours ago she had been driven from town, escorted 
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across the line in the custody of two policemen.-They had called her 
a tart to her face and threatened her with jail if she as much as set 
foot in the town again. They had taken her right from Preston Lang- 
ley’s home, dragging her out of bed at the demand of Langley’s in- 
fluential wife, throwing her things into the suitcase.and driving her 
through the dark night in the police car, making coarse jokes as they 
rode. She would never forget it as long as she lived. ` 

Not that she was entirely innocent. She didn’t kid herself about 
that. But Langley had no use for his dried-up stick of a wife. She 
was mean and hard and penny-pinching. She was a hypochondriac 
who demanded every minute of his time. He thought that by_hiring 
Sheila as her companion he would kill two birds with one stone. They 
fooled Mrs. Langley for a while but then she found out what was go- 
ing on between the man who had married her for her money and 
the so-called companion he had hired and all hell broke loose. 

But maybe it was for the best after all. Preston had been getting 
strange ideas. About the state of his wife’s health. And how nobody 
would be suspicious if anything happened. The frightening part of 
it was that he had almost convinced her. 

Well, the madness was over now. But it didn’t help to be branded 
a tart, to be railroaded out of town like a convicted criminal. The 
stigma would live with her forever. The very thought of it would 
make her feel cheap and unclean no matter how innocent her mo- 
tives. Like now. All she wanted was to forget the humiliation, the 
bitter road she had traveled since dawn. Jimmy and his father were 
nice people and she didn’t want to hurt them. She was looking for 
a fresh start and she knew that they could give it to her. All she need- 
ed was a little rest and a few dollars in her purse. But the feeling 
that she had made the wrong approach persisted. Her body was like 
a torch that kindled men’s desires and she had used it subtly to 
influence the thin, intense boy. He would hate to see her go. 

She had made up her mind even as she was eating their food not 
to stay. But now because of everything that had happened she felt 
like striking back, like hurting somebody, and Jimmy was an easy, 
willing target. It was all twisted and crazy but that’s the way she 
felt and she couldn’t help herself. She was filled with an aching rage. 

She told herself as she lay there that she wasn’t basically bad, just 
bewildered and confused, maybe. But she had been kicked around, 
kicked around from the very beginning, it seemed, ever since men 
had become conscious of her body. 

She closed her eyes. Well, she’d see. Maybe the feeling would die 
down. Maybe when she got up the anger would be gone. 


CHAPTER TWO 


THE PARTY was traveling its normal course from noisy sobriety to 
drunken brawling when it happened. So many people crowded the 
dining room that Sheila didn’t come upon the familiar celebrant 
until late in the evening, when they literally ran into each other. 

The man she knew was tall and burly and much the worse for 
drink. It was the Langley chauffeur. She tried to slip away as she 
caught the recognition in his eyes but he grabbed her arm and spun 
her to him. 

“Well!” he cried, “if it ain’t Langley’s little bed-warmer! What 
are you doin’ here? You ain’t the kind of veteran we want in our 
organization!” 

“Let me go, you fool! And shut up! Do you. want me to lose my 
job? 92 

He grinned at her loosely. “Your jab? Don’t tell me you got a 
standin’ -up job!” 

She dug her heel into his foot and twisted away, Josing herself in 
the crowd as he tried to follow. She hurried through the kitchen 
and out into the darkness of the back garden, breathing heavily. 

It was quiet outside except for the sounds that drifted through the 
open windows, and she leaned against the trunk of an oak tree and 
put a cigarette to her lips. It had been a close call. Too close for 
comfort. 

She didn’t dare go back now. Not until the party. was over. The 
chauffeur had never liked her and now that he was drunk there was 
no telling what he’d do. Jimmy wouldn’t miss her. He was too busy . 
at the moment trying to keep the brawl from spreading, and Mike— 
well, he had to be all over the place and his job was cut out for him. 
As for the rest, let them get along without her, she thought. 

But it was rotten, happening this way, fresh on the heels of her 
recent disgrace. She took a long drag on the cigarette and ground it 
out against the rough bark of the tree. 

A couple passed by, embracing ardently, and she watched as they 
made for the dark fringe of grassy hills beyond. Sheila stood quite 
still, breathing in the fragrance of the summer night, conscious of the 
soft earth underfoot. A wave of incredible loneliness surged over her, 
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and she folded her arms to her full bosom, hugging herself fiercely. 

Slowly, as the music seeped into the quiet night, she walked to- 
ward the outside stairway and started for the upper floor. 

Footsteps sounded behind her. Shuffling, uneven steps. 

When she got to the landing she looked down and saw the chauf- 
feur ascending drunkenly, weaving from side to side. 

Sheila waited tensely, her heart beating in her throat. 

“Thought I wouldn’t find you, hah?” he cried. “Tried to pull a 
fast one on me, didn’t you?” 

“Stay back or IIl push you down the stairs!” 

He laughed. “You and who else?” 

She braced herself as he kept coming. “Don’t come any closer, I’m 
warning you!” 

He hesitated a moment, staring up at her in the darkness. The 
threat in-her-voice sounded grimly ominous. 

“I ain’t in a wheelchair,” he sneered. “I don’t push downstairs 
so easy.” He started up again! “Is that the way you planned to get 
rid of Mrs. Langley?” 

He was just one step beneath her now, swaying crazily. All she had 
to do was to reach out and— 

Sheila arrested the fearful impulse and stepped back. “I don’t 
want any trouble!” she cried. “Why won’t you be decent and leave 
me alone?” 

He took the last step and towered over her, drenched in an aura 
of alcohol. “Look who’s talkin’ about bein’ decent! Are you kiddin’?” 

She tried to evade his grasp but the rail was behind her. His arms 
closed heavily and he pressed his lips to her face. 

She struck at him blindly but he just laughed again and caressed 
her with fumbling, violent hands. 

A passing cloud obscured the light of the moon and they struggled 
wordlessly in the dark. The garden below was a yawning black patch, 
a silent pit that seemed to be waiting with strange expectancy. 

Panic gripped her as he bent her over the rail, pressing hard 
against her, and with strength born of desperation she lunged heav- 
ily and thrust him awa 

A feeling of relief spiraled through her as he lost his grip, only 
to be followed by sheer terror as he teetered on the edge of the land- 
ing, his hands clutching at thin air. He lost his balance as she stood 
there watching, as an eternity of anguish pinpointed the irretriev- 
able second, and he toppled backward, bouncing down the stairs 
like a spineless marionette. 

The cloud had passed and in the sickening silence silver moon- 
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beams sought the huddled heap on the gravel below as if on cue, as 
if the short, terrible scene had been adroitly stage-managed. 

Sheila couldn’t move. She hung on to the rail limply, staring down 
at the motionless form. A growing weakness, starting at her ankles, 
crept up slowly, tugging at her knees and entrails as if with irre- 
sistible power. Her head started to spin and she squeezed her eyes 
shut, fighting off the blackness that threatened to éngulf her. 

The dizziness passed but clabbering fear remained, and she 
scanned the vacant garden with burning, anxious eyes. Mockingly, 
the sound of happy music rode on the still night air. 

Alone. She was alone in the shimmering moonlight except for the 
inert mass at the foot of the stairs. Sheila started to breathe freely 
again. No one had witnessed the incident. No one had heard. 

She made for the screen door; not daring to look down. 

When she got to her room she started to shake, and she couldn’t 
stop thinking that she had killed him, that he was lying dead at the 
foot of the stairs. He would be discovered soon, and the police would 
be called—and after that... 

Instinctively she went to the closet and took out her bag, but she 
stopped packing when she realized that to leave would be the worst 
thing she could do. The chauffeur was drunk and an accident had 
happened. If he wasn’t dead his accusations could be brushed aside 
- for that very reason. And if he was—who could prove that she had 
pushed him? 

She sat on the bed, trying to straighten herself out. She jumped 
when someone knocked on the door, closing the lid of the bag and 
standing in front of it. The knock came again. 

“Yes? Who is it?” 

“Sheila! Are you all right? Is anything wrong?” 

Jimmy. It was Jimmy, and he sounded anxious. > 

Her heart stuck in her throat. She tried to answer gaily but the 
words came out flat and tense. “Why should anything be wrong?” 

A peculiar silence followed. Then he said, “I missed you.” 

“Oh.” e 

“Aren’t you goin’ to open the door? I want to talk to you.” 

“Sure. Just a minute.” She took the bag from the counterpane and 
shoved it under the bed. 

When she pulled back the door Jimmy stepped in and closed it 
behind him. He was smiling but the anxious look was still in his 
eyes. He took in the pallor of her face and said, “You don’t like it 
here, do you? You made up your mind to leave.” 

Sheila laughed uneasily. “Whatever gave you that idea?” 
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He shrugged. “The fact that you’re up here instead of downstairs, 
workin’.” 

“Would it be such | a terrible tragedy if I did leave? You hardly 
know me.’ 

“T know enough about you to want to know more.’ 

She looked into his eyes and saw that he wasn’t siding The care- 
free friendliness wasn’t there. 

She stepped back, “I don’t know how to take that.” - 

He sighed. “I don’t mean anything by it. I just want you to stay, 
that’s all. This afternoon you said you needed a job. And now you 
look like you want to leave. Why?” 

Sheila forced a smile to her lips. “You got the wrong idea, Jimmy. 
I just came up for a rest. I’m tired.” 

“Td like to believe you,” he said, and followed his words by point- 
ing under the bed. “You were packin’ when I came in, weren’t you?” 

She looked straight into his eyes and lied. “No,” she said. 

He came close. “Sheila,” he began. He placed-his hands on her 
arms and she didn’t move. “I know who you are. And I saw what 
happened.” He felt her grow tense under his fingers. “I knew who 
you were the minute you walked in on us. News travels fast in these 
parts.” 

She tried to break away but he woulda t let rer: His face was al- 
most touching hers. “Everybody knows about the Langleys in these 
parts. They’re too big and too rich for stories not to get around.” 

Sheila felt that she couldn’t breathe. “Let me go. You got no right 
to hold it against me. It was nothing but a pack of lies, all of it!” 

He kept holding her. “Sure. I know it’s a pack of lies. If I didn’t 
feel that way do you think I’d want you near me, or near my pop? 
I want to help you, Sheila. That’s why I want you to stay.” 

“Then what about the chauffeur? What—” 

“He’s all right. He didn’t get hurt much. He’s behind the vege- 
table bin, sleeping it off.” 

SOW yas 

“I dragged him there.” 

Sheila seemed to go limp all at once. Jimmy caught her and held 
her in his arms. “Pop doesn’t know who you are,” he whispered. “He 
doesn’t have to. He’s got funny ideas about women. Because my 
mother was 50 good, I guess.” 

“Jimmy— 

“Yeah?” 

“Don’t—try to keep me here. You’ve got a girl. Your father told 
me about her. I’m a jinx. I'll only make trouble for you.” 
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He laughed softly. “Only if I’m willin’ to let you make trouble.” 
He released her and she stared at him. He laughed again. “See what 
I mean?” 

Sheila frowned. “I don’t get it.” 

“Maybe it sounds screwy,” he said “but I feel that you’re on the 
up-and-up. Mark it down to my mother’s influence and let it go at 
that.” & 

“Even—after what you saw?” 

He spread his hands. “So what did I see? A drunk makin’ a pass 
at you? And you tryin’ to protect yourself?” 

“That—that’s just the way it was!” she cried quickly. “I didn’t 
think anybody would believe me!” 

“And that’s why you wanted to run away, hey?” 

“Jimmy.” She reached out gratefully. “I never met anyone like 
you before, like you or your pop.” Tears came to her eyes. “I—just 
don’t know what to say.” 

He was grinning now, full of friendliness again. “You don’t have 
to say anything. Just stay here a while, and help us. And yourself, 
too.” 

Her arms rose impulsively, and she kissed him. 

Jimmy’s response was immediate. He tried not to show it but he 
couldn’t help himself. He sought her lips and held on, pressing 
against her. 

He was crimson when he tore himself away, his smile uncertain 
and wavering. “We better not do that again,” he said, wiping off the 
lipstick. “You’re too temptin’. You give a fella ideas.” 

Sheila laughed, strangely pleased with herself. “You had ’em be- 
fore you met me,” she teased. “But I won’t touch you again, if that’s 
what you want.” 

He winked, looking very much like his father. “It’s not what I 
want. It’s the rules we got to follow that make it so tough.” * 

“Are you asking me to break the rules with you?” 

“Ngt even to bend them. I want everybody to be happy.” 

Sheila watched him closely, the smile still on her lips. “Especially 
Florence, I guess.” 

“Especially Florence.” He went to the door. “Maybe you better 
stay up here until your boy friend leaves. I'l] let you know as soon 
as we get rid of him.” 

“I won't forget this, Jimmy. You’ve been swell. if 

He winked again. “I won’t let you forget it.” 

She felt suddenly that he wasn’t joking because of the way he 
looked at her. But he waved then and went out. 
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It was funny, the difference a few short hours made. Only a little 
while ago she was full of hate and resentment, revelling in the an- 
ticipation of harming Jimmy and his father. She had been full of 
poison but now she felt clean, miraculously purged. 

It was almost too much for her. A couple of drinks might set her 
right again. The world doesn’t change in the course of a few hours, 
but right at the moment it seemed that way. She frowned, deeply 
perplexed. 

His kiss was still burning on her lips. 

It was absolutely crazy, but she felt that she was DoVe in love 
with him. 


CHAPTER THREE 


SHE HAD NO RIGHT to be jealous of Florence, but she was. Despite the 
fact that she hadn’t even laid eyes on her, and that during the last 
two weeks Jimmy mentioned her only casually, Sheila grew to hate 
her very name. It was sheer madness, but there was nothing she 
could do about it. 

For two weeks now, life had flowed on evenly, serenely. Mike and 
Jimmy treated her like a queen. She was given the run of the place, 
her choice of working hours. Sometimes she waited on tables or be- 
hind the counter, but more often than not Mike put her at the reg- 
ister, and she became their first official cashier. 

He liked to see her sitting there, perched on the high stool, a vision 
of golden beauty, neat and trim and ripely alluring. Word got 
around and new faces appeared, mostly long distance drivers who 
were sick of crummy joints, of slatternly waitresses and juke-box 
entertainment. Sheila was something special, and they all came to 
exchange quips with her, to catch her quick, friendly smile, to spec- 
ulate intimately, during the lonely stretches of their work, on the 
mocking invitation in her purple-blue eyes. 

“Class,” Mike would say to himself, watching her from his vantage 
point in the*kitchen. “She’s got class.” And for a reason he dared 
not go into, would experience a strange exhilaration, a swift cours- 
ing of his blood. 

It was the same with Jimmy. Things were different for him now, 
in every aspect. He had been on the outs with Florence before, but 
it had never taken any length of time to make up. A day perhaps, 
three days at most, and they would be together again,-their quar- 
rel quite forgotten. It had always been like that, ever since they start- 
ed going steady. 5 

“Two weeks,” Jimmy thought. “All I have to do is lift the phone 
and Flo will come runnin’ over. I used to feel lousy when we had a 
fight, when we didn’t see each other for a couple of days. But now— 
What the hell is the matter with me, anyway?” 2 

He kept telling himself that it was nothing, that he was madder 
than usual, that their quarrel had been more serious this time, but 
all the while he knew he was kidding himself. 
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» Sheila wasn’t for him. No matter how much he wanted her, he 
had to convince himself of this obvious truth. He couldn’t give her 
any of the things her great beauty demanded. The job they had given 
her was only a temporary stop-gap, a way-station on the road to big- 
ger and better things. The Langley affair, whether true or not, was 
a case in point. As soon as she regained her equilibrium she would be 
on her way, and he would be forgotten, along with his father, and 
with everything they had done for her. And it was only right that 
this was so. He had to take a grip on himself and stamp out the dis- 
turbing emotion that was twisting his life, distorting his sense of 
values, 

But it was easier said than done. Because of Sheila herself. 

She became part of the family. Just like that. Almost like a daugh- 
ter, a sister. Mike and Jimmy didn’t think of her that way but that’s 
how she fitted herself in. At the beginning, that is. 

It was a desperate endeavor on her part to behave herself, but 
Jimmy and Mike didn’t know that. She was trying to suppress her 
natural instincts, the predatory instincts that made her greedy for 
money as well as for men. She wanted to be rich and she wanted to 
enslave every man she met. She was primitive in her way of thinking 
and fundamentally she was right. Beneath the soft refinement of 
her manner, the bold allure of her body, lurked a nature that was 
almost savage in its basic demands. Sheila was not of this time but 
of time gone by, endless generations ago, when to want without 
thinking, to satisfy one’s wanton self was the prime consideration of 
living. Her code was simple and direct but now she was twisted by 
frustration, confused with defeat suffered at Mrs. Langley’s hands. 
Mike and Jimmy had very little to offer but she wanted it neverthe- 
less, because at the moment she felt cheated and done out of her 
rightful due. 

ir immy and Mike could be easily handled, she knew, but Florence, 
the girl she hadn’t seen, became the disturbing factor, the unknown 
quantity that might well prove to be a dangerous stumbling block. 

Florence, The name stuck in the back of her mind like an unseen, 
painful splinter, and she kept her patience only by the greatest effort. 

She contrived, meanwhile, to bring something new into the lives 
of Jimmy and Mike, a sort of comraderie that on the surface was 
ideal. She responded to their never failing good humor with a pleas- 
ant challenge of her own, and they got along like a house afire. 

Sheila was a smart girl and inserted herself right into the heart 
of the business. She straightened out their books and found out ex- 
actly how much their business was worth. Combined with the value 
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of the property, the sum total was an eyebrow-lifter, and Sheila be- 
gan to appreciate her good fortune. 

Inconspicuously, she became part of their everyday existence, 
and Mike and Jimmy began to wonder how they had ever managed 
without her. 

“It ain’t right,” Mike said, eyes twinkling, “for you to treat us this 
way. I just feel terrible, believe me. Í feel like I don’t know myself 
any more.” 

He had wandered into her room and stood just inside the door, 
leaning on the jamb, watching her make up. 

Sheila spoke to his reflection in the mirror. “Mike, you're misbe- 
having. Step outside and knock before you come in.” She grinned. 
“Or did you take the open door to be a silent invitation?” 

He grinned back. “Wasn’t it? Now that we’re just one big, happy 
family, I thought—” 

“Aren’t you taking too much for granted? Or do you feel privi- 
leged because of your age?” 

“My age! Hey, I don’t like that! I’m a young guy yet. Don’t let 
the bald head fool you. I got more pep than Jimmy. Did I ever show ` 
you my muscles?” 

Sheila laughed, turning in her chair. “Stop being a show-off and 
tell me why I make you feel terrible. I thought I was being pretty. 
nice to you.” 

He walked over, smiling down at her. “That’s just it,” he said. 
“You’re spoiling us. Now we got shirts with buttons on and socks 
without holes and rooms fixed up like at the Ritz—It ain’t right. I 
feel like a visitor in my own place, like a guy on a perpetual holiday. 
It’s the same with Jimmy, too. Sheila, you’re a bad influence!” 

“But don’t I know it.” She closed one eye, hissing between her- 
teeth. “I’m a scheming wench, planning to soften you up for the kill. 
Tonight I’m going to get you drunk and make you sign your place 
over to me. Now how do you like that?” 

He laughed pleasantly. “I don’t think I’d mind at all. Maybe I’d 
do it just to keep you here.” 
She touched his hand fleetingly. “Thanks, Mike. Just stay the way 

you are and you'll never get rid of me.’ 

Mike didn’t know what to say. The smile was on his lips but there 
was a message in his eyes, a message she dared not read. She took 
the hair brush from the vanity and held it out to him. “Do some- 
thing for a living,” she said. “As long as you’re going to hang around 
you might as well brush my hair.” She swung back, facing the mirror, 
and picked up a nail file. 
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He stood behind her, holding the brush awkwardly, his eyes on 
her cascading golden hair. His nostrils looked pinched and there 
was a strange breathlesness in his manner. 

Sheila laughed inwardly. Men were such pushovers, she thought. 
Blind little fish who were so willing to swim into the net. 

She waited, pulling her robe taut against the thrusting swell of 
her breasts, and saw his eyes follow her provocative figure. He wet 
his lips with his tongue, the brush trembling ever so slightly in his 
hand. 

“J—ain’t very good at this,” he began. “Are you sure you want me 
to do. it?” 

Her glance met his in the mirror, teasingly. “Wouldn’t you like 
to? It’s very simple, really. Just put the bristles in my hair and 
brush.” She reached back, her fingers closing warmly over his, and 
showed him what to do. 

“There!” she said, dropping her hands to her lap. “Just keep strok- 
ing it like that. Simple?” 

He nodded without speaking. As she picked up the file again, he 
said, “My wife never let me do her hair. This is her room, you know. 
I don’t know whether I ever told you—” 

“No, you didn’t. But I found a snapshot of her under the paper 
lining of the dresser drawer. I didn’t say anything because—” The 
bristles dug into her scalp and she winced. 

Mike cried out his apology. “I’m sorry, Sheila! I didn’t mean—” 

“Forget it. Maybe I should have kept my big mouth shut.” She 
looked “down at her hands. “Tt’s—been pretty hard going for you, 
hasn’t it, Mike, since—” 

“Tonghier than Jimmy’ll ever know.” He compressed his lips. “I 
should’ve known you’d catch on. All the laughing and the jokes was 
just for him. He got his own life to live. I didn’t want him to waste 
it worrying about his old man’s loneliness.” 

A thoughtful silence came over them. After a while, as he kept 
brushing, he said, “She was a wonderful woman, Sheila, just like 
you. Did everything for everybody. And always full of fun.” 

“Thank you, Mike. I know that it’s the greatest compliment you ~ 
could pay me. And I’m grateful.” 

Her hair was like flowing silk over his palm, as the bristles scraped 
against his fingers. “Flo is a nice girl,” he said, “but nothing like my 
wife was, or you. She’s too serious. But maybe iwl be good for Jimmy 
to have a serious wife. I guess I been wrong teaching him that life 
is all fun and sunshine. To find out different suddenly would do him 
a lot of harm.” 
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“Why should he find out differently? Won’t—Flo make him 
happy?” j 3 

“Oh, sure. But you know how marriage is.” 

Sheila laughed. “I’m afraid I don’t. I’ve never been married.” 

Mike stopped brushing. “But you’ve been in love. It’s almost the 
same thing.” _ - 

Warm, pleasant sounds bubbled from her throat. “Then heaven 
save me from getting married! Being in love was the most miserable 
experience I’ve ever had!” 

Mike joined in her laughter. “That’s just what they call happi- 
ness in reverse. Like a coin with two sides, love and misery go to- 
gether.” ; ; 

“Me,” Sheila said, “I can do without such currency. TIl take hard 
cash any time.” 

They turned at a sound from the door and saw Jimmy standing 
there. He was knotting his tie, taking in the tableau with a wry smile 
on his face. “Hey!” he cried, “what goes on here? Since when did 
this joint become a beauty parlor?” 

Mike looked at him over his shoulder. “You think it’s such a had 
idea? Maybe I'll take it up as a side-line. We’ll add a wing to the 
inn and—” 

Jimmy shook his head. “Pop, you ain’t got the style. Now me, if 
I was to take it up—Here, gimme that brush and let me show you.” 

Mike relinquished the brush and stepped aside, laughing. “All 
right, wise guy, show me. But don’t you pull no hairs out of her pretty 
head, or I'll have your hide. Sheila’s too precious to experiment on.” 

“Aah! There’s nothin’ to it! Just watch!” and he started with a 
flourish. “See? Im just a natural! For fun, there’s nothin’ like doin’ 
a lady’s hair on a Sunday morning!” 

“T could think of better things to do.” The voice was cold and in- 
cisive, edged with anger. It seemed to be aimed at them, like a point- 

ed gun. 
' “Florence!” Jimmy’s hand fell to his side, gripping the brush 
painfully. They all stared. 

The girl approached them amid the heavy silence, her pretty face 
stiff with resentment. She glared at Sheila and said, turning to Jim- 
my, “So this is why I haven’t heard from you for two weeks! You’ve 
been carrying on behind my hack!” 

“Now, Florence—” 

“Who is this woman, and what is she doing here?” 

Mike took her arm, smiling. “There’s nothing to get excited about. ` 
Sheila works for us, and this is her room.” 
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The small brown eyes were snapping. “A likely story! You don’t 
have to make excuses for Jimmy, Pop! Let him speak for himself!” 

The brush seemed to burn in Jimmy’s hands. He passed it quickly 
to Sheila, who seemed to find the whole thing amusing. She rose from 
the stool, towering over the short, slender girl, and gave her an in- 
furiating, self-contained smile. “So you’re Florence,” she said. 

The girl bridled. “Yes, Im Florence, you big, sneaking—” 

“Hold on a minute!” Jimmy stepped between them. “This ain’t 
no way to carry on! What’s the matter with you, anyway?” 

“What’s the matter with me! You have your nerve, asking me 
that!” 

Sheila fixed her with her eyes. They were filled with mocking 
humility. “I’m really sorry about this. I had no intention of coming 
between you and Jimmy. You see—” 

“So!” Florence cried. “You were carrying on! You have the gall 
to stand there and tell me to my face—” 

“You’re being very silly about this, Florence.” 

The slender girl was hopping mad. “I ought to scratch your eyes 
out, you rotten tramp! I can see what you are! I know why they put 
you up here!” 

Mike’s resonant bass cut across ‘her shrill accusations bluntly. 
“You better go now, Florence. I won’t have anything like this goin’ 
on in my house. Jimmy, go with her.” 

Florence shook off Jimmy’s hand. “Mike—” 

“Come back when you cool off. There’s nothing wrong here. You 
should know that. I thought you had more sense, Florence, and more 
faith in Jimmy.” 

She twisted her small, petulant mouth. “He didn’t call me for two 
weeks! And when I come to find out what the matter is I find him in 
a woman’s bedroom, brushing her hair! What did you expect me to 
think?” : 

“It happens that I was here too. I think that makes a difference” 

Florence turned away. Her two-piece suit didn’t fit too well, as 
Sheila noticed. It was new but obviously cheap. So this was Florence, 
she thought. Slender, temperamental Florence, who substituted nas- 
tiness fọr sex appeal. She wondered idly whether Jimmy had ever 
possessed her. 

“I think,” Sheila said slowly, “that Florence owes me an apology.” 

“She owes every one of us an apology,” Mike said, “but, right now, 
we'll let it pass. She didn’t mean nothin’ by it. Florence is that way. 
Wound up all the time. She just can’t help herself.” 

Jimmy tried to break the tension. “Not when it comes to me,” he 
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offered lightly. “I’m the cream in her coffee, just likethe song says.” 

Mike forced a smile. “That’s an idea. Let’s all have a cup of coffee 
and start all over again, like nothin’ happened.” 

Florence ignored them and strode to the door. She turned before 
going out, and faced them. “But something has happened,” she said 
firmly, and her gaze went to Jimmy and Mike. “You’ve let yourselves 
in for trouble, both of you. If you’re smart, you'll get rid of her be- 
fore she has you at each other’s throats!” Her eyes were like two pits 
of fire. “Fools!” 

She went out, slamming the door. 

Jimmy and Mike smiled at each other feebly, not knowing what 
to say. 

Sheila wasn’t smiling. 

So Florence had caught it too, she Sein: despite her blinding 
rage. Not only Jimmy, but Mike. Florence was right. There was 
something about the way Mike looked at her... 

She put her hands on the table and studied her provocative re- 
flection, wondering, as she saw them Te at her, how long it 
would be before the explosion came . 


CHAPTER FOUR 


Iv HAPPENED SOONER than she expected. Mike was worried about 
Jimmy and Florence, and it was this that brought matters to a head. 
This, and his growing desire for Sheila. It kept him awake nights, 
tainting his happy nature, filling him with doubt and uncertainty. 
He was really too old for Sheila, yet.too virile and robust to find any 
satisfaction in a woman his own age. He wanted to live a while, to 
love and be loved, to take advantage of his natural endowments. 
Soon it would be too late. 

He was sure he could make Sheila happy. They would be good 
for each other. She needed a place to stay, a place to settle down. She 
really didn’t fool him. She was at loose ends, possessed of a discon- 
tent that her pretense of gaiety could not conceal. Besides, some- 
thing had to be done about the way Jimmy regarded her. Florence 
was right, up to a point. Sheila, innocently enough to be sure, was 
coming between them. If it went on much longer— 

` The only alternative was to send her away. 

Mike tried hard to be sensible, but the more he thought about it 
the more distasteful the idea became. The place would never be the 
same without her.’ After Jimmy and Florence got married, what 
would he do—look patiently toward the day he would become a 
grandfather? He, Mike Poulos, as strong as three men, with blood 
as potent as strong red wine? 

And then, there were the long, lonely nights... 

Mike greeted the dawn with wide-open eyes. He had been awake 
all night, thinking. Thinking, and picturing in his mind what it 
would be like to stay with Sheila. 

He came to a decision as he lay there, staring at the clock, and 
then got up. He bathed and shaved in the small hours of the morn- 
ing with his mind full of palpitating conjecture. He would see her 
today, and ask her. 

He surprised Jimmy by going into his room and sitting on the 
edge of his bed. Jimmy sat up, rubbing his,eyes, and said, “What’s 
up; Pop? You decide to go to the market yourself, instead of me?” 

“I was kind of thinkin’ about it. I felt restless, and thought Id let 
you sleep a little longer.” 
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Jimmy squinted at him in the filtering light. “Pop, stop kiddin’. 
You got something on your mind. You don’t want Sheila to take the 
ride with me.’ 

“Sheila go with you? This is the first I heard of it. When did you 
make those arrangements?” 

Jimmy stretched, yawning. “Last night. I guess it was my fault. I 
got her all hopped up about ridin’ out in the break of dawn with the 
sun risin’ over the hills and fields, and all the rest of it—” a 
“You should of asked me first. You know Florence wouldn’t like 
ates + g 

“Aah, Pop, where’s the harm?” Jimmy’s fingers curled about the 
muscular shoulder. “We just got to talkin’, and I thought—” 

“Sure, sure. That’s all right. No reason why you shouldn’t take 
her.” He felt a deep sense of relief, putting it off. There was no hurry. 
He would ask her when they came back. The ride might put her in 
a good frame of mind, and— 

“You worry too much, Pop.” He saw that Jimmy was grinning at 
him. “Sheila knows that I’m engaged to Florence.” 

“So do you. But it’s easy to forget. Especially with a girl like Sheila, 
being so friendly, and everything.” 
` Jimmy’s eyes twinkled. “Pop, you sound just like a jealous old 
goat. I bet you been doin’ a lot of thinkin’ about her yourself.” 

Mike took it lightly. “Why not? I’m human, even if I am your 
father. But I’m not tied down now, like you.” 

The.boy laughed. “I thought I noticed a gleam in your eye lately! 
Don’t you ever think of behavin’?” 

“Do you?” 

Jimmy laughed again. “I guess I don’t. But I’m young enough to 
still be foolish.” 

“And I’m foolish enough to think that I ain’t so old.” 

Jimmy ruffled his father’s hair affectionately. “Pop, you: *re a card! 
I hope I can be like you when I’m your age.’ 

Mike shoved him playfully and Jimmy fell flat on the bed. “I’m 
still twice the man you are, and I’m ready to prove it!” Mike got 
up, smoothing his fringe. * ‘Now you better get dressed while I wake 
Sheila. And I’m goin’ to tell her to watch out for you, because you 
got ideas.” 

He went out, pretending a heartiness he did not feel. 

_ When he knocked on Sheila’s door he felt his mouth go dry, and 
his pulses quicken. “I’m gettin’ it bad,” he thought, “real bad,” and 
shook his head. 

Sheila awoke after he had rapped for several seconds, calling for 
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her to rise and shine in his most resonant bass. She cried out for hiin 
to go away and let her sleep, but this brought a chuckle to his lips 
and he knocked all the harder. 

“The hills and fields are waitin’ for you!” he cried, “and so is 
Jimmy! I thought you had a date to go ridin’ with him?” 

“Okay! Okay!” he heard her say, and the next thing he knew the 
door was open and he was looking right at.her, at her gleaming, gold- 
en crown and the thin nightgown that was frankly revealing. Her 
face was rosy-lipped and moist, her body exuding an aura of allure 
that shook him to his very boots. 

“Who elected you butler?” she grinned, watching him with sleepy 
eyes. “Now that it’s happened, would you mind rassling me up a nice 
cup of coffee?” 

Mike slapped his arms to his thighs. “How do’ you like that?” 
Everybody wants to get into the act!” He made for the stairs, laugh- 
ing. “The coffee’ll be downstairs, waitin’ for you!” he cried, and 
left them, stealing one quick glance at Sheila before descending. 

She remained in the doorway, noting the expression on Jimmy’s 
face, waiting for him as he slowly crossed the hall. 

He walked right past her and into the room, and she closed the 
door softly behind him. “I thought I heard you invite me in,” he 
grinned, and turned to look at her. 

“I didn’t say a word, but maybe you read my mind.” 

“Don’t you think you ought to get dressed?” t 

“With you watching me? Jimmy, what are you thinking of!” 

“The same thing you are,” he replied, and laughed. His smile ap- 
peared mirthless, however. “It’s good,” he went on, “to be able to 
kid around like this. A man and a woman, I mean; without gettin’ 
serious about it.” 

“Now you’re kidding yourself, Jimmy.” 

The window was right behind her, and in the growing light her 
silhouette stood oui in bold relief. The revelation was breathtaking. 

He stepped close and put his fingers on her smooth round arm. 
“You’re the most beautiful woman I ever saw, Sheila,” he said. “Why 
are you wastin’ your time here, with me and- Pop? I thought you 
would of been on your way long ago—” 

“Latching on to another rich man like Preston Langley?” 

The laughter died in his eyes. “You know I didn’t mean that.” 

“Then what did you mean?” 

His fingers closed painfully. “I mean that maybe you shouldn't 
stay here for very long now. You’re—gettin’ under our skin—mine 
A and Pop’s. And I’m afraid.” 
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Her hands.were on his shoulders now, her lips provocatively close. 
Their knees were touching. “You should be glad that I made you see 
Florence for what she is. She’s not the girl for you, Jimmy. You 
know that. You’d never be happy with her— 

The breath came in his throat. “What are you tryin’ to tell me? 
What—” 

She was closer now, so close that the warmth of her body pene- 
trated his shirt. He could hardly breathe. 

She curled her fingers to his ear and whispered, “I like it here. 
I want to save you from making a fool of yourself with Florence.”. 

“Sheila—” 

“She doesn’t deserve to have a nice guy like you, Jimmy. She’s a 
hard, shrivelled stick of a woman, a stick that could beat you down 
in a few years, beat all the fun and laughter out of you, and make 
you into a sour old man.” 

“But—” 

“Tm not asking you to marry me, Jimmy. I just want you to love 
me. I’m a woman who needs loving, honey—and yoe the kind of 
a man who can give me just what I want...” 

Her parted lips sought his. They kissed. Long and bard. 

While they were kissing she moved against him, and he gripped 
her convulsively. He held her soft flesh in his palms and pressed her 
to him, swaying in the rosy morning light. 

Their lips separated briefly, and they kissed again. Her gown was 
no protection at all. She trembled at his boldness, demanding more. 

“Jimmy .. .” 

Somehow they had gotten down, and he was bending over her 
as his irreverent hands snatched at her gown. And then with his lips— 

She held him for a sharp, searing moment, then thrust him away, 
crying, “No, Jimmy! We mustn’t! Not here! Not here!” 

He let her go and she got up, her, breath rasping in her throat. 
Jimmy looked pale, and she could see that he was shaking. “Mike,” 
she said. “We mustn’t let him know. We’ve got to find some other 
place—” 

“We'll find some other place,” Jimmy said, and his eyes seemed 
to burn into her flesh. He turned away then, walking stiffly, like a 
man in a dream. > 

She followed him and flung her arms around his shoulders, and 
before he left they kissed again. Her action made him recklessly 
bold, and Sheila, after the shock of his caress, bit off the cry that rose 
within her’and savored keenly the stab of pleasure that pierced her 
like a knife. 
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She fell against the door after he left, her hands flat against the 
panels, her legs feeling like jelly. Slowly she pulled herself together 
and showered and dressed, experiencing all the while the tense-call 
of passion. 

It didn’t leave her even as they breakfasted with Mike, as they 
kidded back and forth making fun of each other. 

Mike saw the fever brightness in her eyes. but didn’t give it the 
right meaning. He thought it was because of Jimmy’s invitation, the 
excitement of doing something unusual. But Jimmy knew. And he 
knew too why she had chosen the simple cotton dress to wear, the 
dress he felt sure covered nothing but— 

Mike pointed to the clock and shook his finger at them. “You bet- 
ter get goin’!” he cried. “Fun is fun but we got a business to run 
and that takes more than fooling!” 

Jimmy got up, taking Sheila with him. “Let’s you and me look for 
another job,” he said. “My old man’s becomin’ too tough. Before 
you know it he’ll have us goin’ twenty-four hours a day, and chargin’ 
us for the benzedrine on the side!” 

Mike put his arms around both of them, laughing, and walked 
along the gravel to the truck. 

“Now don’t you kids dally along the way,” he said. “I know just 
how long it takes to get the business finished, and how long it should 
take you on the road. Leave the flower-pickin’ till some other time, 
hey?” 

Jimmy helped Sheila into the cab, getting next to her in the driv- 
er’s seat. He leaned out of the cab and said to Mike, “Pop, you been 
readin’ too many of them confession magazines. Ain’t you got no 
trust in anyone?” __ 

“Anyone but you!” he cried. “And that’s because I know your 
old man!” 

They were off after that, riding into the rising sun, and Sheila took 
in the sweeping panorama eagerly. 

It was an unusually clear morning, unusually bright, and every- 
thing stood out in bold relief, the hills, the trees, the thick, verdant 
bushes. Not a cloud was in the sky. It was like magic, like seeing 
things with an extra pair of eyes, as if one could look around and 
behind every shrub, every curve in the shimmering, distant road. 

But Jimmy wasn’t smiling now. His eyes were bleak, unseeing. 

“I don’t know what’s come over me,” he said. “I never felt about 
any woman before the way I feel about you. It scares me. Somethin’ 
keeps tellin’ me over and over again that it ain’t right, that [ 
shouldn’t feel this way.” 
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Sheila laughed at his fears. She put her hand on his arm and said, 
“You're in love, Jimmy. It always frightens you the first time. It’s 
like something that never happened to anyone before. You believe > 
it because you can’t imagine anyone else feeing quite the same - 
special way. It’s—like being hit by lightning, I guess. There’ s no 
other way describing it. R 

“I suppose it can kill you, too. Not dead, maybe, but—” 

“Stop being morbid! You think it isn’t right to make love to me 
because you’re engaged to Florence. What has that got to do with 
two people wanting each other?” 

‘“But—’ 

“Jimmy, listen to me.” She edged close to him, her hand still on 
his arm. “What’s so terrible about admitting that you were mis- 
taken in accepting Florence? People make mistakes all the time.” 

“But it ain’t as simple as that!” He kept his eyes on the road, not 
daring to look at her. “You got to be honest with people, you got to 
be loyal! It’s not right to cheat, to say one thing and mean another.” 

Sheila smiled indulgently. “Anything is right as long as it serves 
your purpose. Don’t you see that being honest and being weak is 
sometimes the same thing? You got to think of yourself first, of your. 
own happiness. Do you really believe that you would have a happy 
life married to Florence?” 

Jimmy remained glumly silent. 

When they turned off the main highway on to a narrow dirt road, 
Sheila reached over and shut off the ignition. As the truck jerked 
to a stop, she said, “You got to be straightened out, Jimmy, before 
it’s too late.” 

He took his hands from the wheel, his skin drawn tight across his 
cheekbones, and said,“The way you tried to straighten out Langley?” 

Sheila looked as if she’d been slapped. Her eyes grew wide and 
her lips started to tremble. “I was wondering how long it would take 
you to bring that up.” 

He looked at her in the growing silence. He was sweating now, torn 
with conflicting emotions. “I didn’t mean . . .” he began, but she 
cut him off with a gesture. 

Her eyes-were dark with accusation. “So you’re just like all the 
rest! You pretended to respect me but all the time you kept thinking 
of me as a trollop, a dame who couldn’t get enough of men or money! 
You thought it would be fun to have me but now you’re afraid that 
I might want something from you, that I want to keep you from 
marrying her! Do what you like! But don’t think I’m a pushover just 
because I happened to fall for you!” 
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“Sheila, I don’t think that at all! I—” 

She pulled away from him. 

“Take your hands off me!” 

“Sheila, wait! You got to listen to me!” 

His hands were on her again, and she made a show of trying to 
fight him off. He wanted to say more but the feel of her under his 
fingers raced through him like a flash fire and he kissed her bruis- 
ingly. 

Slowly her anger abated, and she relaxed in his arms. She was 
powerless to resist him. 

He spoke her name reverently, pleadingly, his breath warm against 
her throat. She struggled feebly as he forced her back, fumbling at 
her neckline, all the while consumed with creeping flame. It fol- 
lowed the path of his fingertips, hesitantly at first, and then with in- 
creasing boldness. She sighed into his lips and grew taut, waiting 
for him. 

“Sheila,” he whispered, “I can’t help myself. I don’t want to do 
this but I can’t help myself!” 

She laughed deeply, and the sound seemed to come from the very 
depths of her being.*“It can’t be any other way,” she said. “I knew 
it had to be this way the first day I met you.” 

Her remark made him shiver violently. 

She slipped from his embrace and stepped off the truck, and he 
followed. The sun was caressingly warm and bathed them in its 
golden stream. Arm in arm they walked, in silent content, behind 
a rising hillock, and embraced again. 

The grass was soft and fragrant, and overhead, in the sheltering 
tree, a bird sang. Sheila saw the bird for a fleeting instant but then 
she shut her eyon operem them tight, as Jimmy’s lips burned 
against her. 

She cried out but Jimmy needed no urging. He was crude at first, 
and impatient, and Sheila took a savage joy in being hurt. This was 
what she needed! 

Under her outflung arms soft daisy petals lay, victims to their 
surging emotion, and she could hear Mike’s voice saying, even as 
Jimmy became more ardent, “Leave the flower-pickin’ till some 
other time,” and mocking laughter welled within her. 

She felt glad to be alive. 

But now the sun was not warm upon her because of Jimmy’s shad- 
ow, and the warm rays that were like fingers on her tensed and trem- 
bling knees gave way to the realities of encroaching passion. She 
trembled with expectation. 
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“Jimmy,” she said, and the sky was blotted out and all the world 
seemed to heave. 

It was wonderful in the surrouning fragrance to be whole again, 
to experience the peak of joyous giving; and the hungry cramp 
within her faded with the pain of longing as Jimmy responded to 
her invitation. 

Wreathed in flowers and crowned with love, an obscure poet once 
sang, and now the lines sang within her, falsely, masking her shame- 
ful desire in the name of love. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


“I THINK,” Jimmy said, “that we ought to tell Pop. And Florence too. 
What’s the sense in hidin’ it? We love each other, and I think they 
ought to know.” 

Sheila’s head was resting on his shoulder, jogging slightly as the 
truck ambled homeward. There was a beatific expression on her 
face, calm and filled with infinite contentment. She felt good all over. 

“Let’s wait,” she said. “We can’t spring it on, them right away, 
without warning. The shock would be too great.” 

Jimmy rubbed his. cheek against her hair. “Maybe you re right. 
But I hate this back alley stuff. It makes me feel dirty.” 

Sheila laughed softly. “Don’t be a fool. It’s always more fun to 
break the rules, to do what you’re not supposed to do. And I'd hard- 
ly call that lovely hill a back alley.” 

Jimmy sighed at the recollection. He slipped his arm around her, 
driving with one hand. “I hate to think of what I almost missed, get- 


tin’ mixed up with Florence.” 


Her lips touched his cheek lightly. “She won’t give us too much 
trouble. ll guarantee that. It’s your pop I’m worried about. I don’t 
know what he’ll say when he finds out.” They were nearing the inn 
now, and she sat up. 

Jimmy stared. “Pop?” he repeated. “You know how he is. He 
thinks you’re swell. He’ll get used to the idea in no time. Or is there 
something you’re not tellin’ me?” 

Sheila kept her eyes averted. “Maybe I’m wrong, but I have a feel- 
ing that he’s sweet on me himself. Seriously.” 

“You're kiddin’! Or he is! Did he ever—” 

“Tt’s not what he did or what he said. It’s the way he looks at me.” 

Jimmy laughed. “Every man looks at you like that. They can’t 
help it. So maybe Pop was dreamin’ a little. Where’s the harm in 
that?” 

“I—hope you're right, Jimmy. But let’s—keep our feelings to our- 
selves. For just a little while anyway. Please?” 

He smiled into her pleading face and said, giving her a final 
squeeze, “Sure. I guess there’s no need to rush things anyway.” And 
he kissed her. 
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Mike came out to greet them when he heard the truck pull up at 
the rear of the inn. He pulled out his watch and held it high and 
shook his finger at them. Jimmy helped Sheila down, forcing a grin 
as a horrible feeling of guilt swept over him. 

Mike had deliberately set his watch ahead and they all had a good 
faugh after he told them. They set to work then, unloading the truck 
and getting ready for the day’s business, and it wasn’t until late in 
the afternoon that they got a breathing Spell. 

As they relaxed in the back garden, Mike said there had been a 
vall from Florence and that she wanted to come over and apologize 
to Sheila. “I gave her a good bawlin’ out,” Mike went on. “By the 
time I got through with her she was cryin’ into the telephone. I made 
her ashamed of what she said to Sheila and I really laid it on. You 
got to, with a girl like Florence.” 

Jimmy and Sheila exchanged a quick glance, stirring uncomfort- 
ably. 

“I hope you don’t mind, Jimmy,” his father continued, “but I 
think she deserved it. Now when you see her tonight you can have 
the fun of makin’ up and that will be that.” 

“Yeah,” Jimmy repeated sourly, “the fun of makin’ up.” 

But there was no way he could get out of it. Florence came over 
and made her apologies but they all could see that her heart wasn’t 
in it. Nevertheless the breach had been healed and the evening drew 
to an harmonious close. 

Jimmy had to drive her home and the red tail-light of the car had 
hardly winked out of sight when Mike slipped his arm through 
Sheila’s and walked her to the stone bench in the garden. 

“I got something to say to you,” he said. “I was on pins and needles 
all evening. I thought she’d never go home.” 

Sheila felt her heart skip a beat. She managed to smile, however, 
breathing deeply of the fresh night air, and said, “What’s the big 
secret? Can’t it wait until Jimmy gets back?” 

He sat down on the bench and pulled her to his side. “This is 
mostly between you and me,” he said, and winked at her in the dark. 
“Or do you think as Jimmy’s old man I don’t deserve a life of my 
own? 

“That all depends,” she retorted gaily. “Now just what do you 
expect me to do about it?” 

“Leave Jimmy to Florence,” he said in the same light tone, “and 
pay more attention to me.” 

She laughed, banteringly. “Go on, I’m listening. What’s the deal?” 

“Does there have to be a deal?” 
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“Sure I have to know what I’m letting myself in for.” 

His hand closed over hers. “You think I’m kiddin’, don’t yeu?” 

“More or less.” 

“Suppose I said I wanted to marry you. Would you think I was 
kiddin’ then?” 

“A hundred percent.” 

A short silence followed, and Sheila could feel his eyes on her. 
To Mike her face was like a pale flower in the gloom, her golden 
hair a silent, shimmering fountain in the moonlight. 

“I’m crazy about you, Sheila,” he said, and his voice shook. “You 
haven’t been out of my mind since the first day you walked in on 
us, lookin’ like you came straight down from heaven.” 

“Mike—” 

“Wait. And please don’t laugh at me. That’s just how I feel about 
you. And I got to tell you. If I don’t—P’ll—just bust—or somethin’.” 

She tried to draw away but he wouldn’t let her. His hand was 
around her waist now, and she could feel the trembling of his fingers. 

“T never felt this way about a woman before—even my own wife, 
God rest her soul. I—thought my life was over until you came along. 
Now I see that it never really began. All these years I kept kiddin’ 
myself that I was the happiest of 1 men, that this was what I wanted, 
but in a few short weeks you showed me how wrong I was; how blind 
and stupid and wrong I was!” 

Sheila sat as if turned to stone. 

“You don’t have to give me your answer right away,” Mike said: 
“All I want is for you to think it over. You like Jimmy; I know it. 
But Jimmy’s got his plans. He’s all set. It wouldn’t be right to inter- 
fere now.” 

She felt his shoulder against hers in the dark, but she didn’t move 
away. 

“I’m beginning to understand,” she said. “You are kidding. But not 
in a nice way. You don’t want me to marry you. You just want to 
keep me dangling until Jimmy and Florence are married.” 

He was imperceptibly closer, his big, strong body bulking large 
in the moonlight. She got the smell of wine on his breath now, but 
somehow it did not repel her. 

“No. That’s not so, Sheila. I’ll marry you tomorrow if you say the 
word.” 

“That’s a pretty big sacrifice to make for a son. Even for a nice guy 
like Jimmy. You better let me go now, Mike, and forget the whole 
thing. I was afraid that this would happen. Maybe I better just pack 
and get out of here.” 
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“No! I want you to stay!” 

She-averted her face as he tried to kiss her, and his lips found her 
ear. He was holding her so tight that she couldn’t breathe. 

“Mike, don’t be a fool! You’re only going to make things worse!” 

“PI give you anything you want! Just stay—and be nice to me!” 

“No. Jimmy would hate you if he found out. It’s no good. You’ve 
got to Jet me go!” 

But Mike was beside himself now. Reludiantle she had let him 
savor of her beauty, and it drove him into a spiral of desire. 

She found herself halfway off the bench, sprawling, her back 
digging into the rough bark of the tree. She tried to fight him off but 
then gave up, seeing him over her, hearing his short, rasping breath. 

“Mike! No! You mustn’t! Please, you mustn’t!” 

“I want you!” he gasped. “Like an animal, all these years I been 
caged up, and now you come to free me! Sheila, Sheila, don’t hate 
me for it! I love you! I love you!” 

Suddenly she came to life and beat her fists against his face, but 
there was no stopping him. 

She wasn’t afraid of Mike. Even as her dress tore under his hands 
she didn’t hate him. She knew that he couldn’t help himself. He was 
driven by fear and desire, the fear of losing her to his own son, and 
now that she had let him caress her— 

He was strong and virile and would make an exciting lover, but 
she had to resist. If she let him force her, she would have to tell 
Jimmy, and all the ugliness that was part of her life would erupt 
again like a festering boil and it would mark her irrevocably in his 
eyes, obliterating the ideal weeks just past, destroying all hope of a 
decent future. If she let him force her, she would have to set them 
against each other to protect herself, and then violence and hate 
would come between them. Never again would there be laughter and 
trust and affection for any of them. 

But she didn’t find Mike repulsive at all. It was one thing to reason 
and another to resist the call of passion. 

She despised herself even as she melted into his arms. Only a few 
short hours ago she had lured Jimmy to the daisy-scattered hill, and 
now, after a morning of wonderful fulfillment she was in his father’s 
embrace, pretending to fight him off but all the while responding to 
his advances. 

It had never happened to her this way before. What had come over _ 
her? What sort of twisted satisfaction could she achieve pitting 
father against son? 

But the urgency, the blind, maddening urgency— 
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She started to cry, yet her limbs were locked to his, molding him 
to her. She forgot everything, struck to shattering awareness by the 
revelation of his extraordinary response. 

Time seemed to go on endlessly, vibrating in the thick night air 
like a singing gong, and every fibre of her being trembled with it. 

Mike fell to his knees after it was over, and pressed his head to her 
lap, crying with her, and his reaction unnerved her completely. 

He was like a mumbling, helpless boy now, begging her forgive- 
ness even as the bruises burned within her, as the blood still pounded 
in her veins. 2 

She held him to her fiercely as the throbbing persisted, feeling 
sick and ashamed yet gloriously fulfilled. 

“Mike, Mike,” she cried softly, and the sound of-it seemed to tear 
him apart. 

She left him there, kneeling by the bench, and went to her room. 
She disrobed then and lay flat on the bed, pressing her palms against 
the cool linen, reliving the moments just past. Reason was slow in 
returning but after a while she forgot the daisy field and the cruelly 
hard bench and drifted off to sleep. 

Dawn was at the windows when she awoke, and when she saw the — 
bruises on her body, memories flooded back and she feared to face 
the coming day. How could she face Jimmy now, respond to the 
happiness that possessed him, laugh at his light-hearted quips? And 
Mike— é 

She steeled herself for the ordeal, whipping her flesh with an icy 
needlepoint shower, dressing decorously for the first time since her 
arrival. There was no place for emotion now. She had to be alert, and 
wary. One wrong move, one revealing word, and the explosion would 
come. 

The explosion— : 

There was no stopping it. It happened so swiftly that she wasn’t — 
quite aware of what was going on until it was an accomplished fact, 
until the devastation had been wrought. 

Jimmy, after making a few kidding remarks at the breakfast table 
about his father’s pallor and the sober look on Sheila’s face, reached 
into his pocket and said, “I got news for you. Want to guess what 
it is?” 

He held his fist over the table, grinning, his eyes going from one 
to the other. “I'll give you onc chance each to guess what I got in my 
hand. Come on, Pop, I'll give you first crack at it.” 

Mike shook his head. “I ain’t in the mood. There’s too much to do 
today. I got my mind on other things.” 
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Jimmy laughed pleasantly. “Pop, you’re gettin’ old. What’s with 
the quick answers? What’s slowin’ down the old brain cells?” 

Mike concentrated on his food. He looked up at Jimmy then, and 
said, “Maybe I’m in love.” His smile was forced. 

“You and me both!” Jimmy cried, and grabbed Sheila’s hand. 
. “Watch closely and you'll see what I mean!” 

He spread out his fingers and they saw a diamond ring resting in 
his palm. 

A moment later, as Mike sat up, staring, the ring found Sheila’s 
third finger and Jimmy was saying, “Happy engagement day! Con- 
gratulations, Sheila, and how about a great big kiss for your great 
big hero!” 

But Mike was on his feet now, glaring. “What kind of craziness is 
this? That ring belongs to Florence! You bought it for her!” 

Jimmy was laughing. “Sure. That’s why I’m a hero. l gave it to 
her but I took it away again. Last night. After we agreed to disagree. 
Permanently.” 

Sheila was stunned into speechlessness. She sat there, her eyes on 
the glittering bauble, staring with morbid fascination. 

Mike crumpled the napkin in his short, stubby fingers and flung 
it to the table. His black eyes were blazing. He opened his mouth 
to speak but no words came forth. 

The smile left Jimmy’s face. “What’s the matter, Pop? Did I do 
wrong? Did I—” 

“Take the ring off her finger or I will! Damn you, are you out of 
your mind, or something? What made you do such a crazy thing?” 

Jimmy rose slowly. His tong,was flat, inflexible. There was a hard 
look at the corners of his mouth. “Now just a minute, Pop. You got 
no call to talk like that.” 

“I got all the right in the world! Now you do like I say and let 
that be the end of it!” He turned to the trembling girl. “Sheila, take 
off that ring and give it back to Jimmy!” 

Jimmy crushed her hand in his and said, “No. It stays right where 
I put it. And [ want to know why in hell you’re actin’ like this!” 

Mike reached across the table and‘ grabbed the front of Jimmy’s 
shirt. “Because Sheila belongs to me! Because last night I asked her 
to marry me!” 

Jimmy stood frozen, staring. “You—asked her to marry you?” 

Mike released him and took a deep breath. “Yes. And she gave me 
her answer. Now take back the ring and call up Florence. I want Zh 
to be decent about this.” 

“Decent? Are you kiddin’?” Jimmy was snarling. 
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Mike was dripping with agitation. His face was all pasty and wet. 
He turned to Sheila. “I want you to-tell him,” he said. 

Sheila looked as if she were going to get sick. She didn’t speak. 

Jimmy stepped to her side and placed his arms around her shoul- 
ders. “Never mind,” he said. “I know what your answer is.” He looked 
at his father. “You better calm down, Pop, and leave things the way 
they are. I don’t blame you for losin’ your head. Sheila’s a wonderful 
girl. Let’s—just forget what happened, and shake on it.” He held out 
his hand. 

Mike turned his back to them. He walked to the door, his hands 
clenched at his side. 

“Pop!” Jimmy called. 

“Let him go,” Sheila said. “Don’t make it worse than it is.” 

Mike halted at the door and faced them. “I won’t let you marry 
her,” he said, “even if she’s willing. That’s all I got to say. She'll 
marry me or nobody else.” He took his apron off the hook and went 
out, tying it around his middle. 

Jimmy sat down.and took both of Sheila’s hands in his. “I want 
the truth,” he said. “I want to know everything that happened.” 


CHAPTER SIX 


A LONG SILENCE followed. Then Sheila said, in a tight, queer voice, 
“It doesn’t matter now. I have a question for you, Jimmy. If you give 
me the answer I want—” 

“You're tryin’ to put me off. But I'll string along. What’s your 

question?” 
_ She wet her lips with a pink tongue, curiously hesitant. A flicker 
of fear seemed to pass behind her purple-blue eyes. “I can’t go on 
living here, with your father feeling the way he does. The sensible 
thing would be for me to leave.” She paused. Then she said, “And 
I want you to leave with me.” 

He stared, as if he would penetrate her innermost thoughts. “May- 
be you’re right. But you make it sound like you’re afraid of him. 
Sheila, I got to know more.” 

“There—isn’t any more. He asked me to marry him, and—” She 
couldn’t bring herself to continue. 

Jimmy’s grip grew painful. “Pop said A to you before. 
Something like ‘I want you to tell him.’ It had something to do with 
the answer you gave him. He seemed pretty sure you would marry 
him. Why, Sheila?” 

“Jimmy, you mustn’t ask me! Please! Just let’s go away and start 
over again! [ll make up for everything! You won’t be sorry! Please 
listen to me!” 

“Start over again?” The telltale pallor was on her face, contrasting 
sharply with the carmine fullness of her lips. Jimmy watched her 
closely. “I don’t like what you’re sayin’, Sheila. You better give it 
to me straight.” 

She averted his eyes. “He was pretty persistent. I was afraid to tell 
him about—us. He kept—pressing me.’ 

“But you gave him some kind of answer. What was it?’ 

She tore her hands away and covered her face. “I can’t tell you!” 

He grabbed her wrists and forced her to look at him. “You got to 
tell me! What did he do? What happened?” 

Sheila drew a shuddering breath. “He—he got—rough.” 

Jimmy couldn’t believe his ears. “Pop—got rough? What are you 
tryin’ to hand me!” 
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She broke away from him and got up, but he rose to his feet and 
grabbed her again. “If you want me to stick with you, you better 
open up! I ain’t goin’ to let that pass by!” 

: “Let me go, you fool! You’re hurting me!” 

He shook her wildly. “TIl break your neck if you don’t tell me! 
I got to know! I got to!” 

She went limp suddenly, and fell against him, weeping. Jimmy 
didn’t know what to do. He was bewildered, enraged beyond think- 
ing. Her hair was like silk against his skin, and the softness of her 
caused his arms to tremble. 

But he had to know. He had to. And she told him. 

“I—tried to stop him, but I couldn’t. He forced me. You got to 
believe that, Jimmy! He held me against the hench, and in the dark 
he—” She broke off, sobbing, and Jimmy’s insides seemed to turn to 
jelly. Everything went black. It was like being rammed by a dyna- 
mite left to the stomach. : 

He pushed her away and groped for the chair, clutching its back 
with agonized fingers. “PI kill him for this!” he grated. “Pll kill 
him for this!” 

She tried to stop him but he flung her to one side and went toward 
the door, his rage mounting with every step. 

Mike saw him coming and knew by his approach that Sheila had 
betrayed him, and tried to defend himself. But it was no use. 

Jimmy hit him with cruel deliberation, and as Mike went down 
fell upon him and curled his fingers about his throat, jerking his 
head so that it kept bouncing against the floor. 

Sheila tugged at Jimmy’s shoulders, pleading frantically, but he 
wouldn’t let up, and after Mike lost consciousness kept hitting him 
senselessly. 

He got up then, his knuckles raw and bleeding, and put them to his 
lips, sucking off the blood even as his burning eyes filled with tears. 
“The lousy rat!” he cried. “The stinkin’, lousy rat!” 

Sheila stood by helplessly, staring at the inert form on the floor. 
The full, familiar face was a mass of cuts and bruises, splattered 
with its own blood. 

As she made to kneel down, Jimmy pulled her away and spun her 
toward the stairs. “Go up and pack!” he cried. “We're leavin’ right 
away! I’m takin’ whatever I can lay my hands on and we’re never 
comin’ back!” . = 

She saw him walk across the hall to the office and bend over the 

safe. Then, as he twirled the combination, Sheila forced herself to 
move and started up the stairs. ` 
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The ensuing hours were like a neverending nightmare. Jimmy 
drove the car recklessly, alternately cursing and weeping as they 
careened onward. They left Mike stretched out on the floor, not giv- 
ing him a second look as they fled, and Sheila couldn’t tell whether 
he was alive or dead. She kept thinking about it as they rushed 
through the warm afternoon, destination unknown, pleading with 
Jimmy to slow down, expecting at any moment to hear the warning 
siren of a pursuing motorcycle. 

Towards evening, after having driven all day without once stop- 
ping for food, he turned the car into a motor court and rented’a 
cottage for the night. They had a couple of tasteless hamburgers at 
a nearby lunchwagon and some beer, then locked themselves in 
without bothering to unpack. 

Jimmy seemed to have money in every pocket. He threw a stack 
of bills on the dresser before disrobing, and several mounds of silver 
piled up crookedly as he kept emptying his pockets. 

Sheila sat on the bed numbly, watching with lifeless eyes. This 
wasn’t the way she had planned it at all. Trouble was no stranger to 
her but this was not the kind of trouble that paid off. Living with 
Jimmy and Mike had been like a pleasant dream. Everything had 
been going her way and the future looked rosy. But now it was over. 
Definitely, sickeningly over. 

And it was her fault. She shouldn’t have let Mike touch lier. She 
could have stopped him. It was easy to stop a man if you had sufficient 
nerve—and the inclination. Even the most powerful man is peculiarly 
vulnerable, and Mike was no exception. 

But the tormenting curiosity that was her sinful weakness held 
her back, arrested the motion that would have saved her. Mike wasn’t 
the first man with whom it had happened. She dared not think about. . 
the many times— 

She reached for the purse she had thrown on the bed and took out 
a pack of cigarettes, her fingers trembling as she put the match to it. 
Mike was a real man. A better man than Jimmy. Even in the oppres- 
sive darkness, as she struggled to hold him off, the knowledge came 
to her. During her idle speculations, she had more than half sus- 
pected that this was so, and he proved it to her. The thrill of dis- 
covery was accentuated in the heat of the scuffle, but his rebelious 
manliness came as no surprise to her. Secretly she had expected it 
to happen, and somehow had helped bring it about. She had been a 
greedy fool, but now it was too late for tears. 

She lay back, discharging the smoke from her nostrils, and won- 
dered about her future with Jimmy. What would they do when the 
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money ran out? What sort of life could she have with him, remem- 
bering what he had left behind, the material possessions that would 
have „been hers had fate been a little kinder—had she not lost her 
senses when Mike— 

But that was all water under the bridge. She just wasn’t born to 
have what she wanted. It had been the same with Langley, and nu- 
merous others. She smiled wrily. But there was hope, she thought. 
She was still very young and breathlessly tempting, and her own 
weakness was the same weakness that beset men at the sight of her; 
and as long as she was willing to take calculated risks— 

“Sheila.” Jimmy was standing over her, half undressed, his body 
looking thin and strangely immature under the revealing light. She 
could see that he was a bundle of raw nerves, overwhelmed by the 
shock of disillusion, the crumbling of his once carefree, stable world. 

“You got to help me,” he said. “You got to stay with me! You’re 
all I have now! If you ever try to leave me—l’I]—I’ll—”’ He fell to her 
side, clutching at her throat, his expression twisted with fear and 
terrible possessiveness. : 

She smiled up at him, and her arms went around him, pulling him 
down. Her lips were warm and reassuring, and he took them hungrily, 
fighting off his rising panic, the horrible emptiness that had come 
upon him. All was not lost. He still had Sheila. She would make it 
up to him, she would recompense him for the shattered life he’d left 
behind. Sheila. ... : 

Forgetfulness came after a while. But it wasn’t easy. He kept seeing 
Mike and Sheila in the darkness of the garden, on the stone bench. ... 

The image came to Sheila too, and she shuddered. How could she 
forget so soon, with the memory of it scarring her mind, the irresist- 

_ible, jarring desire with which Mike possessed her. .. . 

But slowly forgetfulness did come, to both of them. It was frighten- 
ing at first, because fear had robbed them of response, because the 
joy they had found in each other seemed to elude them. Bitter, to be 
mocked by their own desire, to lay trembling in each other’s arms, 
wondering at their hollow victory. : 

“Sheila—” His voice was dry, cracking with anxiety, and he slid 
to his knees on the floor, pressing her vibrant flesh in his hands, 
gasping out her name. It was maddening to be punished this way, 
to have and yet not have, to desire and deny, to love and to hate at the 
same time, to cherish and want to destroy.... 

“Sheila. ...” 

Her hair was a golden flood on the pillow, her lids two fluttering 
butterflies on a face that was like a dewy flower. 
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“Sheila. . . .” His voice came to her as in a dream, a static, irrational 
dream, in which all was disappointment and frustration. The thrill 
wasn’t there despite the crying need to forget, and the burning trail 
of his lips failed to light the fuse of passion. It was agonizing, feeling 
his hands upon her, creeping with strange reluctance, questioning, 
as it were, the decision he had made, the choice that had been forced 
upon him. 

But soon it would come. It had to. Else there would be nothing 
for any of them but regret and futility. Regret and futility... . 

And then it struck, and they found themselves. Blindly, as he 
reached the end of the trail, as she dug her fingers into his hair, for- 
getfulness came, and they needed.each other, madly, overwhelmingly. 

If it would sni last, they prayed, if it would only prove to be 
enough. . 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


Ir was ENOUGH. For a while. Enough to make them forget as they 
plunged feverishly into the gay night life of the great metropolis. 
New York, it seemed, was made for pleasure and sin, and they em- 
braced the painted offer with complete abandon. Money was the key 
to a carefree, forgetful life, and they had a good amount of it. 

It was Sheila’s idea to hit New York. Jimmy fell in with her plan 
because there was no turning back, because she got him to believe 
that he could find himself in the big city, find their destiny together 
and at the same time lose the feeling of guilt that would give them no 
rest. It was a simple remedy and it worked. 

They moved into a big hotel on Eighth Avenue and Sheila out- 
fitted herself from head to toe. It took a good chunk of their cash but 
Jimmy didn’t care because it made her more desirable than ever, 
and he showed her off in the best places, taking a vain pride in his 
possession of her. They got to know people with money—in some 
vague way he was going to take advantage of it—and the merry-go- 
round continued. 

He thought of looking for a job but that was only when the effects 
of the alcohol wore off, as between the grinding cycle of pleasure 
and weariness a few short moments of awareness broke through. 
There was still enough left, however, to gild the coming days with a 
false sense of security, and they carried on thoughtlessly. 

Stark reality, in the form of a desperate stranger, pricked the 
bubble of their dream world when during the early morning hours 
he stepped from a darkened doorway and pressed something hard 
into the small of Jimmy’s back. 

“I want your money,” he said, “and all the jewelry the lady’s got. 
Don’t sound off or make a move. If you try; PI kill you.” 

He backed them into the doorway and made Jimmy raise his 
hands, pointing the weapon at him from the cover of his coat pocket. 
Jimmy had been drinking heavily but now he was quite sober, filled 
with a mounting rage. Sheila was too frighténed to do anything but 
cower and stare. 

Jimmy clenched his teeth until his jaw muscles ached, holding 
himself back as the gunman took his wallet. Except for the baubles 
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that Sheila was wearing, it contained everything they had in the 
world, the last remaining cash he had taken from his father’s safe. 
If he let the gunman get away with it tomorrow they would be with- 
out food— and at the end of the week without a place to stay. 

He lunged savagely. 

The man staggered back and fell to his haunches. He was quick, 
however, and before Jimmy could get to him he was off and‘running. 
Jimmy started after him. The gunman dropped something but 
Jimmy kept right on. 

It was a hopeless chase. After a few blocks Jimmy gave up, gasp- 
ing noisily. He made for a nearby lamppost, holding on as his heart 
pounded against his ribs, as his head spun dizzily. 

After a while he started back to where Sheila was waiting, and the 
toe of his shoe stubbed something metallic as he stepped off the 
curb. When he picked it up he saw that it was a toy pistol. 

He was laughing as he came up to her, and she thought he had 
gone out of his mind. He held out the gun to her but she didn’t lang 
when she saw it. 

They went back to the hotel with Jimmy still holding the gun. 
He kept playing with it even after they got to their room. He was 
still grinning, laughing to himself, and for a fleeting moment he 
looked like the Jimmy of old, just as he had been before the trouble 
started. 

“If Pop knew this, he’d Jaugh like hell!” he cried, tossing the toy 
in his hand. “He’d laugh like hell, and I wouldn’t blame him!” 

Sheila didn’t think is was so funny. “You better go to the police, 
or do something about it,” she demanded. “Now we haven’t got a 
cent to live on!” 

“Sure,” Jimmy said, and fell into a chair. “I'll go to the police and 

tell them I was robbed of the money 1 stole from my pop. Have you 
got any other bright ideas?” 

Sheila turned her back and walked to the window, glaring out. 
She gave herself a cigarette and stood there, puffing moodily. “You'll 
have to get a job,” she said. “We can’t live on air.” 

Jimmy looked at her. At her fine legs, the attractive, symmetrical 
back of her. He wasn’t laughing now. He thought of his father lying 
on the floor, his face a bloody pulp. He saw himself going to the safe, 
taking every last penny from it. He tried to erase the picture from 
his mind, but he couldn’t. 

Then the picture faded and he saw himself with Sheila, on the 
hill strewn with daisies. He stared at the toy gun he was holding but 
didn’t see it. It turned into a cold moon looking down into a dark 
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garden. And in the garden, on a bench near a rough oak tree, a man 
was forcing a woman. He dung the toy to the rug and jumped up, 
swearing aloud. 

Sheila swung around, stgrtled. 

He jammed his lands into his pockets, keeping his gaze on the 
glittering toy, and said, “I guess I am crazy. I shouldn’t of laughed. 
And as for my lousy old man—” 

Her hand was on his cheek, and he brokeoff. Sheila ran her fingers 
through his curly black hair. “We’ve—got to forget it. I mean—about 
your father. It will be the end of us if we don’t. I didn’t mean to be 
nasty just now. I—was worried, that’s all—and frightened. We'll get 
along. I know we will.” 

“Sure. We’ll get along? No matter what.” He kissed her and his 
fingers caught in the necklace at her bosom. He didn’t think of the 
necklace at first but it gave him an idea and he dropped his hand 
reluctantly. “We’ll have to hock some of your stuff,” he said. “Not 
that itll bring much, but—” 

Her breath ‘caught i in her throat. “There—must be some other way! 
Not that I don’t want to help, Jimmy! But I have a funny feeling 
about the things you gave me— Maybe I’m silly, or superstitious—” 

He waited, looking directly into her purple-blue eyes. Her voice 
wavered. “Jimmy—it’ s bad luck to hock presents—it’s—” 

“E thought you loved me.’ 

“I do! Don’t you see? That’s just the reason why It’s just like— 
selling a dead man’s clothes. Only it'll be a dead love this time, 
saying goodbye to a love that’s not quite dead, maybe, but ready to—” 

“Die?” A cold chill crept up his spine, and he grew strangely un- 
easy. He reached out and embraced her again. Somehow he got the 
impression that it was the beginning of the end, and the very thought 
of it caused him to go weak all over. To lose Sheila—to have her 
walk out of his life—never to see her again—never to feel the thrust- 
ing warmth of her in his arms! -He kissed her bruisingly. 

She played up to him, and soon her billowing softness was under 
his hands, and he was arching her close, seeking to dispel his fears 
by sheer physical contact. 

It was the hardness of him she loved, the core of inner hardness 
that matched her own, the hardness that had struck the common 
chord between them—but now she saw him for what he was, and it 
pained her. Jimmy-was a weakling. He had to be prodded, driven 
into doing things. To keep him going she had to be cruel to him, 
cruel and demanding, and at the moment it seemed scarcely worth 
the effort. 
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But there was something about him—his very weakness pathos, 
that— 

“Pd rather walk the streets,” she said, © ‘than give up anything you 
gave me. Ugly memories are all we'll have then, between us, with 
not even a photograph of each other—nothing but the thought of 
your father and what he drove us to do—” 

“What are you sayin’? Sheila, what are you tryin’ to tell me?” 

“Can’t you guess? If you want me—you'll have to fight for me. 
You'll always have to fight to keep me, Jimmy, one way or the other., 
Love has more meaning than two helpless slobs living on bread and 
cheese in a dirty slum. I want our love to mean more than that. It 
mustn’t be afraid and snivelling. It’s got to be brave and strong and 
take while the taking’s good.” She broke off for a moment, breathing 
heavily. “You took from your father,” she said. “And you saw what 
happened tonight. It’s—either that—or working behind. the counter 
of some greasy spoon for fifty dollars a week—” 

The blood drained from his face. “Money,” he whispered. “All 
you’re thinkin’ of is how I can get money for you!” 

She cried out as he gripped her convulsively, but made no attempt 
to break away. “You’re wrong, Jimmy! I’m willing to do my share. 
We belong to each other; there’s no denying that! A woman can 
make money a kinds of ways, and if your love is deep enough to 
let me—” 

“Shut up!” ki grated. “Shut up, do you hear? If I'ever hear you 
say that again, so help me, I’ll strangle you!” 

“Jimmy, please! You—” 

He smothered her protests with a kiss, parting her lips with his 
and probing with savage intensity. He felt like destroying her at 
that moment, filled with a raging love that seemed to poison him even 
as he held her. She had made him out to be less than nothing, a 
whining weakling seeking favors in return for insecurity and doubt, 
and it struck at his heart like a treacherous blade. 

The dream was over; the nightmare had begun. < 

He flung her from him and picked up the gun, pushing it into his 
pocket, but she came to him again, eyes shining, and threw her arms 
about him, the length of her quivering with a kind of intoxicating 
triumph. 

“Jimmy,” she whispered, “I love you! PI always love you!” 

He wanted to stay with her in the dim, warm room, to make love to 
her until there was nothing left, until there was nothing but darkness 
and soothing, all-engulfing numbness— But her arms slipped away 
and she looked at him with hard, bright eyes, and he knew what he 

had to do. 
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Dawn would not come for another hour, and down in the shadowy 
streets below lonely couples would be moving homeward— People 
in expensive clothes and with full wallets. And in dimly lighted 
streets they would be sitting in parked convertibles or limousines, 
making love. It would be easy, he thought, even with a toy gun. 

Sheila went to the door with him and he kissed her again, but 
now his heart was racing not from the sweet contact but from the 
sudden fear of losing her, and he went out into the night. 

She watched him from the window and saw him step into the 
street, then slowly she undressed and got into bed, leaving on the 
light so that upon his return he would be rewarded with the sight 
of her. She would be ready for him and welcome him with open arms. 

e 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


Money. : 

Now it was no longer a problem. It was easy to come by. Whenéver 
they ran short, Jimmy would pick up_the toy gun and do a quick 
job. At first he had been scared green, worse than some of his vic- 
tims, but now he was getting used to it, and got a kick out of it. 
Then he got too ambitious. Sheila had a birthday coming up and he 
wanted to do something big for her. She didn’t'know what was on 
his mind until a policeman woke her up in the middle of the night 
and asked her to come along with him. 

Sheila didn’t ask questions. She knew what had happened. She 
felt like fainting but she got a grip on herself and, when they took 
her into the back room of the station house, there was Jimmy sitting 
in a chair surrounded by detectives, and she ran to him, crying, and 
kissed his poor battered face. 

He grinned at her through swollen lips as the detectives pulled 
her away, winking as he said, “They ain’t got a thing on me, Sheila. 
Go home and get some sleep. In the mornin’ you'll get me a good 
lawyer and he’ll spring me out of here in no time.” 

The detective sergeant glared at him and growled, “That’s what 
you think, brother!” and threw his dead cigar stump right at Jimmy. 

As Sheila cried out, Jimmy waved her back, his lips still smiling 
but his eyes as hard as rocks. “You don’t have to answer their ques- 
tions, Sheila, and they can’t make you. I’m innocent. It’s a case of 
mistaken identity and they'll have to let me go.” 

The big detective teetered back and forth on his number twelves. 
“What makes you so smart, gorilla? Even if the guy can’t identify 
you, we'll still have a case. You had his wallet in your pocket, along 
with this,” and he shoved out his big hand, holding the toy gun. 

Jimmy laughed. “Is it a crime to find a wallet on the street? And 
to buy a toy gun for the porter’s kid?” 

The sergeant laughed unpleasantly. “Get a load of this,” he re- 
marked to the others. “He thinks he knows all.the answers.’ 

“At least I know where I was and what I was doin’,” Jimmy re- 
torted. “And that’s more than you can say for the drunk who says 
I held him up!” 
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Sheila was staring at Jimmy as if she were seeing him for the first 
time in her life. The change in him defied belief. He was really hard 
now, and she realized that most of it had been her doing. It all went 
hack, she knew, to the deep hatred he felt for, his father, to the 
frightful shock of disillusion—and the part her wanton passion had” 
played in his fearful need of her. 

But the detective was pointing at her now, and saying, “You don’t 
have to talk if you don’t want to, but I guess you’ll open up after we 
search your apartment.” He took a paper out of his pocket and 
handed it to the man next to him. “This is a search warrant, Reilly,” 
he said. “Turn the place upside down and see what you can find.” 

Sheila’s expression remained blank. The detective was disap- 
pointed in her reaction, and after a moment of hesitation Reilly left. 

She was placed in a chair with her back to Jimmy and the ques- 
tioning started in earnest, but they got nothing out of her except 
some of. her past history, anẸ that was no help to them at all. 

She was frightened but tried not te show it, and when she learned 
that Jimmy had followed the rich drunk from a swank East Side club 
‘and had held him up from behind, her confidence slowly returned. 
Except for the wallet and the gun they hardly had a case against 
Jimmy at all. The drunk could have lost the wallet, as Jimmy 
- claimed, and the toy was easily explained away. As for getting proper 
identification from a man in his cups, well—the police had hardly 
a leg to stand on. 

When the call came through from Reilly that he had found 
nothing incriminating in their apartment, the police let her go but 
booked Jimmy. on a charge of suspicion only. The sergeant was 
plainly angered but they let her kiss Jimmy goodbye before she left, 
and his last words were courageously gay. $ 

“These guys want to make it real tough for me,’ ” he said, squeez- 
ing her hand, “so don’t spare the shekels in gettin’ a lawyer. Get the 
best you can with the dough we have. After I’m out, we'll celebrate 
with champagne and even invite the sergeant here to drink with us.” 

Sheila felt a little better after that, but she realized that the 
situation was definitely serious, and left the dismal confines of the 
police station with a heavy heart. There was some money, but not 
too much, and she wondered what she was going to do after paying 
the lawyer’s retainer. 

The lawyer. Where would she go, who could she see? Despite the 
nature of the case, Jimmy needed real help, clever counsel. But where 
could she find anybody this time of night? Discounting the incon- 
venience of the time, she didn’t know the name of one lawyer in 
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New York, or anyone among her casual acquaintances who could be 
of the slightest help. Shysters could be gotten a dime a dozen, but 
she didn’t want to risk Jimmy’s freedom. He wd8 all she had right 
now, and she owed him some kind of loyalty. Besides, if she hadn’t 
urged him to do it, forced him into a life of crime because of her 
desire for money— 

“Whatsamatter, lady? You in trouble? You need help?” 

The little man who had sidled up to her as she hesitated in the 
shadow of thé police station touched her arm. deferentially and re- 
peated his question. “Need a bondsman?” he added. “Got a friend 
in there who needs a sharp lawyer?” 

She drew away from him, noting his shabby baldness, the quiver- 
ing, wolfish smile set in a pale, bony face. 

“I can steer you right, lady,” he said. “Good lawyers are hard 
to find this time of night.” 

She regarded him coldly. “If I wanted a good lawyer, I certainly 
wouldn’t come to you!” 

He put his hat back on his head and gave a deprecating little 
laugh. “It’s not me I’m talkin’ about, lady. I’m not a lawyer. But I 
know plenty of ’em. The best.” He held on to his coat lapels and said, 
“Tell you what: let’s go back in and talk to the desk sergeant. He’ll 
tell you about me. He'll tell you whether I don’t know the sharpest 
lawyers operatin’ on the right side of the law.” He took a step towards 
the worn brownstone steps. 

For some reason, she felt he could be trusted. But still she hesi- 
tated. “Just what do you expect to get out of this?” she asked. __ 

“A commission,” he said, and smiled at her. “Now if you want to 
tell me what kind of case it is I'll recommend you to the right man, 
the one who can handle it best. Do you want to‘tell me?” 

She stod there, irresolute, her golden hair gleaming in the filter- 
ing gloom. “This is all wrong,” she began. “This is—” 

“There’s an all-night cafeteria down the block,” the little man 
persisted. “You can tell me there, over a cup of coffee.” He touched 
her arm again, and she moved along with him. 

She felt queer, walking down the dark street at his side. It seemed 
that their meeting in some way had been prearranged, planned in 
advance a long time ago, by some inscrutable law. She got the strange 
notion that in some mysterious manner it was going to lead her into 
a bigger, richer experience, and her trust in him grew. 

The little man deported himself with proper circumspection, and 
over the second cup, Sheila suppressed her better judgment and told 
him what she knew. z 
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He gave her a reassuring smile after she concluded, and said, 
smoothing his bald head, “I think I know just the man for you. He 
made his reputation on tricky cases of this kind. With your permis- 
sion—and a dime—” his smile grew broader— “I'll give him a ring.’ 

Sheila put the dime in his upturned palm and waited, filled with 
a peculiar kind of excitement. She couldn’t get over the feeling that 
something big was going to happen, that her meeting with the little 
man was going to mark a definite change in her existence. 

He returned a few minutes later, smirking like a cocky bantam, 
and said, “It’s all fixed. Bailey said it’s all right to see him now.” 

Sheila remained seated. “Bailey. Am I supposed to know him?” 

The little man looked disappointed. “I thought a knew 
who Roger Bailey was.’ 

“Was?” 

“Well;” he said hurriedly, “he did have a rep second to none. He’s 
been out of the picture recently—on account of sickness. But he’s 
the best there is, I’m tellin’ you!” 

Sheila got up. “Where does he live?” 

“On upper Fifth Avenue. There’s a cab outside, run by a friend 
of mine. He'll take us up for a flat rate.” 

Sheila couldn’t help but smile. “You sure are an efficient little 
man. How long have you been doing this?” 

“For more years than you’ve seen, Miss Salem.” He gestured 
towards the door. “Shall we go?” 

The trip took a little over twenty minutes. There was no traffic 
to speak of, and the hacky stepped.on it. Sheila paid hint when they 
got out, and the little man said, pointedly, “See you later, Charley. 
At the cafeteria.” 

They were standing in front of a shabby limestone building, a 
private house, one of a long identical row, and as he led her up the 
steps he explained, “This used to be a fancy neighborhood at one 
time. Only swells lived here. Roger’s grandfather built these houses. 
But all the swells are gone now, all except Roger.” He sighed. “But 
= that’s the way with hig cities, I guess—and old families.” 

He reached up and rapped sharply on the door with the tarnished 
brass knocker. “The bell don’t work,” he apologized, and they 
waited in the gloomy silence. 

As he was about to knock again the door swung back and a tall 
silhouette with crisp white hair made an imperceptible bow and 
asked them to step in. Sheila got a good look at Roger Bailey in the 
unmasked light of the vestibule, and regarded him with mixed re- 
actions. 
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He smelled of whiskey but his handsome, florid fdce had the | 
stamp of a patrician, and he was much younger than his white hair 
suggested. His dressing gown was made of Chinese silk though much 
the worse for wear, and his slippers escaped the dust bin only be- 
cause of his condition of living. 

The genteel shabbiness of the furnishings, endowed with a dig- 
nity all their own, provided a suitable background for Bailey’s seedy 
but compelling personality. They watched from their seats as he se- 
lected a bottle from a dresser full of bottles, turning to smile at them 
unsteadily as he offered them a drink. ` : 

“Later, thank you,” Sheila demurred, and looked on in silence as 
Bailey and the little man drank together. ® 

“Now,” Bailey said, “just how can I help you, Miss Salem?” He 
sat down opposite her, and she did not fail to notice his deep blue 
eyes rove from her trim legs, appreciatively, to the golden crown 
of her hair. ` 

She forced a smile. “I’m sure our little friend gave you the details 
over the telephone. If you don’t mind, I’d like to ask you a question 
or two.” 

Bailey crossed his legs and studied her with an unprofessional in- 
terest. The shadows seemed to turn his lips up mockingly, and he 
said, waving a strong, slender hand, “Whenever you're ready, Miss 
Salem.” 

Sheila leaned forward, her heart beating quickly within her. 
“How many cases have you tried recently? And why—must you re- 
sort to procuring—to get clients?” 

Bailey got up. He fixed her with his eyes and said, “Ill give it to 
you frankly. I lost my practice and my reputation because I drink 
too much. The papers prefer to call it an illness but with me it’s just 
a hopeless weakness. I can’t help myself.” He sighed, watching her 
closely. “I was once the top man in my profession. At my best I’m 
unbeatable—but at my worst—” He spread his hands, leaving the 
rest unsaid. He kept his gaze on her, and she found it strangely dis- _ 
turbing. As she looked away, he said, “I know I can help your friend, 
but the decision rests with you. I want to take the case. I need the 
retainer. This may be the one break I’m looking for. If it can start 
me on the road back—” He stopped when he saw the expression on 
her face. 

“I think I made a mistake coming-here,” Sheila said. “I don’t see 
how I can trust you.” She rose wearily. 

Bailey sighed. 

The little man sprang up and tapped her arm. “There ain’t no such 
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thing as a guarantee from any lawyer, Miss Salem, and here you got 
one of the best. Here, let me prove it to you!” He hurried to the far 
corner of the room and came back with a huge scrap book, propping 
it against the back of his chair as he started to read off the newspaper 
clippings. 

Sheila smiled indulgently as he began, but then the smile faded 
and she turned to Bailey with a look of wonder in her eyes. 

“The famous Roger Bailey,” he murmured, and stared -into his 
empty glass. “How the mighty have fallen!” 

“But—but I don’t understand!” Sheila cried. “How—did it happen 
so quickly? How—” 

“Its a long, stupid story,” he said sadly, “ending in this.” And he 
held up his glass. “I was a fool, and that about sums it up complete- 
ly.” He turned to the little man. “Put the book away, Sam. I guess 
we've lost another client. Pm sorry to have troubled you, Miss 
Salem.” 

Sheila didn’t move. The little man called Sam regarded her be- 
seechingly, and said, “You got to give him a chance, Miss Salem! 
You got to! Roger Bailey is a great man—the greatest lawyer that 
ever lived! I know, Miss Salem, because he saved my life! They 
were going to give me the chair, but I was innocent, and Roger got 
me off! You got to give him another chance, Miss Salem, you just 
got to!” 

Bailey put his arm around the little man’s shoulders and shook 
him affectionately. “Watch your manners, Sam! That’s no way to 
act!” He smiled at Sheila and said, “I just don’t know what to do 
with this man! He’s devoted his whole life to me, ever since I got 
him free. He won’t let me go to ruin in peace. He bullies me day 
after day, snatching desperately for clients in every unethical way, 
just in the hope that one of them might trust me long enough to 
try a case.” He squeezed the thin, sloping shoulders again. “Sam, 
Sam, when are you going to give me up as a hopeless task? I’m not 
worth it, believe me. Just leave me to my bottle and stop wasting 
your life on me.” 

Sheila didn’t know what was happening to her. She wanted to go 
but she couldn’t bring herself- to leave. An inexplicable power 
seemed to be keeping her there against her will, against her better 
judgment. She found herself pointing at the bottle-laden dresser and 
said, “If you smash every one of these bottles in the drain, now, im- 
mediately, and promise not to take another drop until the case is 
closed, PN—”- . 

Sam had her hand and was pumping it wildly, “Every drop i in the 
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house,” he cried. “Every drop in the house will go down the drain 
this minute, and you can watch me do it!” 

Bailey caught her eyes with his, and his gaze seemed to penetrate 
the secret recesses of her being. “It’s sacrilege,” he said, “but if you 
insist, Miss Salem.” 

A tingling, electric silence followed as Sam with unholy glee cart- 
ed all the bottles into the bathroom and emptied them down the 
drain, smashing them in a bucket with a hammer after the last drop 
had gurgled down. 

Sheila’s hand was shaking as’she reached into her purse and came 
up with a few bills. “Your fee, Mr. Bailey,” she began, and Sam cut 
in, “One hundred dollars to start with, and another two fifty, plus 
costs, after your friend walks out a free man.” 

Bailey was smiling but his lips were curiously tight. His hand 
trembled as he took the money and stuffed it into the pocket of his 
dressing gown. “I promise not to fail you, Miss Salem. I'll get on to 
it immediately.” He told Sam to lay out his clothes. 

They took a cab from the house and he dropped Sheila off at the 
hotel before heading for the police station. He took her hand as she 
got out and the mute communication ran through her like an elec- 
tric promise. 

Hours later, when the sun was high in the sky, her phone rang 
and Roger was speaking to her. He asked to come up and when she 
opened the door to let him in she saw that he was holding dozens of 
fragrant roses in his arms, which he offered to-her with a graceful, 
old-fashioned flourish. 


CHAPTER NINE 


SHE SAW HIM regularly after that, almost every day, in fact, right 
up to the time of the trial. He was a changed man. Their meeting had 
worked miracles with him. He told her so himself. 

“You’ve brought me luck too,” he said over the luncheon table. 
“Only this morning I was engaged for another case. That’s been the 
fourth one since you came to me.” He raised the glass of water to 
his lips, grimaced, and drank it, smiling at her all the while. “I’m 
never going to let you get away from me, Sheila. r m firmly convinced 
that you weré meant to be my guardian angel.” 

She laughed, and he could see that he had pleased her. “I think 
that Sam deserves a little of the credit,”. she said. “After all, he’s 
been your slave for years.” 

“Just,” he said slowly, “as I’ve become your slave—overnight.” 

` The long, gleaming waves brushed her shoulders as she shook her 
head. “I may never see you again after Jimmy gets out.’ 

Bailey laughed, patting her hand. He seemed very sure of him- 
self. “Nonsense, my dear! I’m sure we'll all become the best of 
friends. Jimmy will have to have a lawyer if he returns to his profes- 
sional practices.” 

Sheila fussed with her napkin, stirring uncomfortably. “I'll see to 
it that he gets a job,” she said. “I—told you why he did it. Jimmy’s 
not a criminal.” 

Roger studied her calmly. I suppose not. He’s more of a weakling 
than anything else, I imagine.” He paused for a moment, holding 
her with his eyes. “You should have left him,” he went on softly, 
“instead of forcing him into a life of crime. He did it for you, Sheila. 
You're really to blame for what’s happened to him.” 

She stiffened in her-chair, glaring at him balefully. Before she 
had a chance to retort, he said, “Not that it could have happened 
any other way. It was—the natural outcome of your association to- 
gether. You possess the kind of beauty that demands the best, Sheila, 
and Jimmy knew it. He couldn’t help himself. He would have been 
miserable, not being able to give you everything that life could of- 
fer. And I’m afraid that it will be the same with every man you 
meet, Sheila. Even—myself.” 
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She was flushed now, and angry, but the truth of Roger’s words 
stilled her tongue. | 

His eyes never left her face. “I realize that I shouldn’t say this, 
but I can’t keep it to myself. I love you, Sheila. Whether you recipro- 
cate or not, you’ve given me something to live for, and I’m grateful.” 
He stopped. “You may slap my face when we get out, or take me off 
the case. I don’t deserve better. But then—” he touched her hand 
and found that it was trembling—“T’ll never detract, either. I’m go- 
ing to pick up the broken pieces and try to put them together_again, 
and if you ever change your mind about Jimmy—” 

Sheila got up. “I think I’ve heard enough! If you ever mention it 
again IIl tell Jimmy about it myself! If—if I weren’t such a fool I’d 
get another lawyer right away!” 

He paid the bill and followed her out, a secret smile on ids lips. 
Sheila wasn’t fooling him one bit. Ever since Sam had mentioned 
the private fund Roger’s father had set up for him—foreseeing his 
own weakness in his son—Sheila’s devotion to Jimmy had tapered off. 
It showed itself in various trifling ways, but still it was there, and 
Roger knew the reason why. 

He wanted Sheila for himself, there was no denying that, but it 
was going to be pretty grim, giving up the alcohol at this late stage 
in the game. It was the only thing that made him forget, that kept 
him from killing himself or doing violence to— 

But he had to have Sheila. His income from the fund was mod- 
erate but, if he didn’t drink it up, they could have a fairly decent life 
together. He was going through hell and the punishment almost 
wasn’t worth it, but now that he had found the sort of woman he’d 
been searching for, the smouldering hate that had burned within 
him for so many years had fanned into a bright flame again and he 
was determined to go through with it. 

The set-up was perfect. It came to him the very night Sam brought 
Sheila to him, after he had seen her and listened to Jimmy’s story. 
Despite his besotted condition he had found her breathlessly desir- 
able, and he realized then that-he had found the type of woman he 
had been dreaming about all these years—the type of woman who 
would become a deadly weapon in his hands. 

Sheila was still angry. She thanked him coldly for the lunch and 
left him at the door of the swank restaurant and returned to her 
hotel alone. She had planned to spend a pleasant day in his company 
but now that he had jumped the gun the truth of her own feelings 
came to her with an ovierwhelming rush and she realized that her 
anger was as much directed against herself as against Roger. 


61 


No matter how she tried to fight it down she could not bring her- 
self to deny it, She had been very fond of Jimmy, and his physical 
attributes more than made up for his lack of upbringing, his negli- 
gible earning capacity. She had been happier with Langley, however, 
because his was the kind of world she yearned for. Plainly her af-, 
fair with Jimmy had been a stop-gap, a safety chute-in her spiral 
downward from the heights. She made herself believe she loved him 
because she didn’t give herself easily to men. To have offered her 
body for money or for the good things in life would have made her 
out to be the lowest kind of trollop, and she refused to look at her- 
self that way. Her physical need was great and it was the only way 
~ she could justify her appetite for passion. The very satisfaction she 
got from her brief relations with Mike brought the blinding truth to 
her and the intensity of her own self-hatred compelled her to start 
the violence between father and son. She wasn’t a tramp and it was 
the only way she could prove it to herself. 

It was this sort of twisted reasoning that kept her loyal to the man 
who had robbed for her. But Bailey belonged to the kind of world 
she had lost when she lost Langley. He was a gentleman despite his 
failing and knew the proper way to live. It was sickening, when she 
thought of it, fo realize how low she had sunk. She had been born 
for better things. And here she was, tied to a stupid youngster, whose 
desperate attachment to her had made a criminal of him. 

It was hot in the room and she undressed and lay en the bed, star- 
ing at the ceiling and thinking of Jimmy. She missed him now be- 
cause she wanted him, because she needed to be loved. She wanted 
to be loved but she wasn’t a trollop and so the aching need would 
never be fulfilled until Jimmy was free again and in her arms. Roger 
could offer her more but the code by which she lived kept her from 
going to him directly. 

Jimmy. 

She pressed her breasts in her hands and thought of Jimmy, and 
for a while Roger Bailey and all he represented faded from her mind 
as an intense spasm of longing came upon her. She lay with her knees 
pressed tightly together and her fingers digging into her flesh and 
tried to recapture the glorious hours they had spent in each nnee 
embrace. 

The room got stifling and she started to sweat and her lips trem- 
bled for possession. 

Jimmy! 

She curled herself into a soft, quivering ball and tried ee to still 
the coursing of her blood. But it was no good. 


62 


Her imagination gave her no rest, She pretended that Jimmy was 
at her side, and she reached out, as she had done so many times be- 
fore, and with curling, avid fingers, with shameless greed born of 
impatience, encouraged the force of his desire. 

Jimmy! 

She threw herself flat against the sheet, biting her tongue, and 
started to cry. It hadn’t been Jimmy at all she’d been dreaming of, 
but Mike. Mike, with his intense, burning eyes, with his thick, broad 
shoulders. Mike, in the sheltered fragrance of the garden, looming 
over her heavily— 

It was like a nightmare. Even in her-imagination she couldn’t be 
true to Jimmy. She forced herself to get up and took an icy shower. 
It whipped the straining surface of her skin and cooled her racing 
blood, but all the while ‘the feeling of guilt remained. 

She dressed quickly and left, as if by the very action she a, 
run away from herself. She found a quiet bar and sat in a booth and 
decided to think things out. Jimmy was her man, and if he got out 
she had to remain loyal to him. She put the drink down before it 
had reached her lips. , x% 

She picked up the glass again, savagely, and anel the contents. 
If. Why had the sudden doubt risen? The case against Jimmy was 
hardly conclusive. Roger had told her so himself. Only a stroke of 
bad luck might bring a conviction. Yet she was assuming that there 
was a possibility— She laughed to. herself, bitterly. No. She wasn’t 
assuming. She was hoping, hoping that he would be convicted, so 
she would be rid of him, rid of the dreaded future linked to a man 
who could only drag her down with him. 

The truth was hateful but she had to face it. She was a trollop. 
Her body was:always up for sale, and no amount of devious thinking 
could alter that fact. The self-deception had come to an end. 

Sheila kept to herself for the next few days. She couldn’t bring 
herself to visit Jimmy. But then Roger called and revealed that he 
had gotten a postponement, and she sensed that something was in 
the wind. “Jimmy would like to see you,” he said. “Is anything 
wrong? Why are you keeping to yourself? I had to tell him you 
weren't feeling well, Sheila. I felt rather badly, deceiving him like 
that.” And his voice rose with gentle mockery. 

“PIl—go to see him—tomorrow.” 

“What about seeing me tonight?” 

“No. 29 

“Just like that?” 

“Just like that.” 
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He laughed, softly. “I thought you’d be interested to know,” he 
went on, “that I’ve put Sam to work fixing up the house. I was hop- 
ing you’d come up and sort of oversee things. I value your opinion; 
and welcome any suggestions you may have.” 

An unpleasant sound rose in her throat. “Why all the fuss and 
bother? It'll only end up in a clutter of bottles again.” 

Again he laughed. “You don’t resent me that much. I just thought 
that it would give Jimmy a lift to know that when he’s dismissed he’d 
have a place to stay.” 

` Sheila drew in her breath sharply. 

He timed his pause like a well-trained actor, then said with mad- 
dening unctuousness, “Of course there will be a room for you, if you 
_ care to take it.” 

“Never mind that now,” she replied harshly. “I want to know 
more about the postponement. Why did you have the trial put off, 
and for how long?” 

She heard him sigh. “Really, my dear—” 

“Answer me!” 

He laughed. “Do I detect a sound of distrust in your voice? Sheila, 
shame on you! Jimmy won’t suffer because of my affection for you, 
believe me. If you really must know, we’ve agreed to waive a jury 
trial.and take the case before a judge.” 

“But—” 

“Please don’t interrupt. It’s the wisest thing to do. Juries are no- 
toriously unreliable. Jimmy’s victim is a man of. means and some 
reputation. It might influence the jurors to consider his almost 
worthless testimony. But an impartial judge, one. with the proper 
background—” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Just this, my dear: The prosecutor has agreed to let me choose 
the judge. And the mark of a good lawyer is his thorough knowledge 
of every member of the bench, his prejudices and preferences, his 
character*and background. And my choice is a man who came from 
a poor family, who fought his way up from the slums, and—” he broke 
off for a moment, laughing— “and,” he continued, “who would nat- 
urally resent a man of station and wealth, especially the drinking - 
kind.” ‘ 

“T see.” Sheila decided to keep a respectful silence. 

“I’m glad you do, my dear. So now you know why I asked for a 
postponement. Judge Diller’s calendar won’t be clear for another 
two weeks, so we'll just have to sit back and be patient. Why take 
chances?” 
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“Yes,” she Salinas: “Why take chances.” 

After a moment he said, “My invitation still stands. Come up > when- 
ever you find it convenient. And don’t forget to tell Jimmy of my 
offer.” 

“T—won’t. And—thanks for everything, Roger.” 

“Don’t give it another thought.” 

As she replaced the receiver on the standard, her eyes grew cloudy 
with speculation. Roger was in love with her. And he wasn’t a fool. 
How far dare she trust him? And then she thought, how far dare 
she trust herself? 

She wondered absently if his excessive drinking had damaged his 
faculties to any great extent. It was commonly known that when a 
man drank too much . 

She felt herself getting restless and went out again. But no matter 
how she tried she couldn’t stop wondering about Roger. 


CHAPTER TEN 


“I DIDN’T ALLOW Sam to touch ‘this room,” Roger said. “I picked 
it out for you then locked the door, thinking you’d like to fix it up 
yourself.” 

Sheila took in the luxurious, old-fashioned furnishings, and said, 
smiling up at him, “It looks perfect! I wouldn’t dream of changing 
a thing! It’s—just like something out of a Victorian novel. I love it!” 

He reached into his pocket and took out the key. “Then it’s yours. 
You can stay here as long as you want, both you and Jimmy. Tomor- 
row night he’ll be a free_man, and then—” 

“But I have one complaint to make,” Sheila interrupted, eyes 
dancing. “Why must Jimmy’s room be on a different floor? And 
your own—so conveniently next to mine?” 

Roger fingered his white hair reflectively and grinned, “A matter 
of sheer coincidence, I assure you. These are the best rooms in the 
house—and they happen to be right next to each other.” 

As Sheila moved significantly towards the adjoining door he came 
up with a small, cloth-bound booklet and pressed if into her hand. 
She looked at it and started. 

It was a bankbook. 

“Aren’t you going to look inside?” Roger asked. 

She stared at him, her cheeks rose-tinted. She said, without open- 
ing the pages, “I—can’t accept it can’t accept anything like this. 

Please, Roger, don’t embarrass me.” 

He laughed lightly, squeezing her arm. “Don’t be silly. I insist 
that you take it. Go on, look inside. You'll see Jimmy’s name in there 
too, next to your own. It’s a joint account. I want to get you kids off . 
to a good start.” 

“But Roger—” 

“Now just tuck it away in your lovely bosom and let’ s not hear 
another word about it. I’m not really giving you anything at all, my 
dear. My allotment is not quite that munificent. But you'll find the 
hundred dollars deposited to your name, the hundred you gave me 
as a retainer. Now that you’ve made a sober citizen of me, I think 
it’s the least you deserve.” 

Sheila couldn’t keep back the tears. Impulsively she flung her 
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arms about him and pressed her lips to his cheek. “It isn’t right,” 
she began. “You're being too good to us. We shouldn’t—” She didn’t 
say any more because his lips found hers, locking her breath in her 
throat, moving with burning hunger. 

She drew away but not until he reluctantly released her. They 
stared at each other across the fractional distance between:as their 
breathing sibilated in the silence. 

Roger’s eyes were bright with tiny flames of light, and his hand 
trembled as the rouge came off on his handkerchief. “You’ve—been 
very generous, Sheila. Thank you.” 

She gave him a wavering smile but didn’t reply. She slipped the 
bankbook into the swelling cleft of her bodice and turned away, 
feeling his eyes upon her. She spoke without looking at him. “Let’s 
—go downstairs, shall we?” 

He took her arm, forcing a laugh. “Anything you say, Sheila. I 
suppose we are challenging the proprieties, lingering in a Victorian 
bedroom. But the intent was innocent.” 

“Was it?” They paused briefly on the landing, laughing together. 

“Jimmy’s ears must be buzzing, if there’s any truth in an old su- 
perstition. I hope he has a decent night. It’s going to be a tough day 
for him tomorrow.” 

Sheila sighed. “I won’t sleep, thinking of it myself. If there were 
only something I could do to help him!” 

“There is. Make yourself ‘as beautiful‘as possible. As beautiful as 
you look tonight. It will be an inspiration to the both of us.” 

He took her hand and she permitted him to lead her into the liv- 
. ing room. The result of Sam’s industry was everywhere in evidence. 
Everything was neat and clean and in-order. The room seemed to 
have taken on a new life. Despite’the ineradicable shabbiness, there 
was an unmistakable warmth about it, a feeling of comfort and ease 
that had not been there before. The fretting tension was gone, along 
with the telltale bottles, the air of sheer hopelessness. It was as if 
the change had come simultaneously, and had the same meaning, as 
Roger’s apparent regeneration. It struck Sheila that way and she 
couldn’t help but comment on it. 

Roger smiled indulgently, watching her as she settled into the 
large, dark-framed sofa. “Maybe you’ve got something there, Sheila. 
This house has been part of me, it seems, from the very day of my 
birth. Maybe it isn’t good for me. It always struck me as being big 
and gloomy and given to dark brooding. I don’t know why I didn’t 
sell it when I had the chance, because I’ve never been really happy 
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Sheila motioned mutely for a cigarette and he obliged, flicking the 
lighter to the tip as she drew on it slowly. The dancing flame glowed 
against her face, and Roger seemed fascinated by the effect, moving 
away only after Sheila gave him a quizzical glance. 

“Some day,” he began, his voice sounding strangely tense, “I'll tell 
you the story of my life—and reveal the baleful influence this house 
has had upon me.” 

She watched him through the curling smoke, and said, “I’m sure 
it must have been something more than that. Not the house itself, 
Roger, but people—or events associated with it. Am I right?” 

He turned away, pacing the room in brooding silence. He came 
back to the sofa then, and sat down beside her, the tense look still in 
his eyes. “Sam brought you here in the nick of time. I was pretty 
much at the end of my rope, Sheila. A few hours before you came I 
had decided to do away with myself.” 

She stared at the glowing tip of the cigarette and said nothing. 

“Sheila—” His fingers touched her shoulder. “I’d be in my grave 
now if I hadn’t seen you. But when you walked into the room I knew 
that things had changed for me. That a new life was dawning. You 
can’t imagine how I felt when I took your hand in mine. It—it was 
like being helped out of the pit.” 

His words seemed to hypnotize her. Sheila didn’t move. 

He was closer now, his voice deeply vibrant. “You may not be- 
lieve this,” he said, “but when Sam phoned and told me about you 
I got the queerest feeling. As if I had been waiting for his call, as if 
in some way the whole thing had been pre-ordained, that you were 
coming into my life for a definite purpose—and that that purpose 
would be regeneration and ultimate happiness.” 

Sheila sat quite still, seized with a feeling of incredulity. It couldn’t 
be—and yet it was true! The same thing had happened to her. She 
remembered, standing in the dimly lighted street near the police 
station, the strange thoughts that had crept into her mind as Sam 
was talking to her, the definite premonition that something tremen- 
dously important was going to take place, something that would re- 
shape the course of her life. She remembered how the impression 
grew as she accompanied the little man—and the effect of her meet- 
ing with Roger Bailey. 

His arm was about her now but she didn’t seem to notice. There 
was an indefinable look in the depths of her purple-blue eyes, a look 
of such intense concentration that Roger, his lips close to hers, ar- 
rested his impulsive motion. 

` “I can’t believe it!” she whispered. “I can’t believe it!” As she 
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turned her eyes toward him he drew back, waiting, his heart thump- 
ing painfully in his chest. 

“Sheila—what is it? It—happened to you too? The premonition—” 

“The premonition,” she repeated, and. her voice seemed to come 
from far away. . 

“Then—you must have believed, when I said I loved you. You 
must have known. Don’t you see, darling? I’ve been in love with 
you for a long, long time, though I saw you for the first time only 
a few short weeks ago—” 

His hand was warm against her soft, smooth shoulder, wince 
ing upon her thoughts, her thoughts of Jimmy and the loyalty she 
owed him. But now that the intangible link with Roger’s destiny re- 
solved in the reality of his searching caress, all thought of Jimmy 
faded from her mind. 

Roger kissed her sweeping golden hair, the delicate shell of her 
ear. She closed her eyes. 

He kissed her full on the lips then, arching back the pulsing column 
of her throat. In the dim silence of the Victorian room only the 
sound of their breathing could be heard, and the soft rustle of silk 
as she stirred under his caresses. 

Protesting faintly, her resistance crumbled, and she anticipated 
the course of his seeking with trembling rapture. She grew taut at 
his touch, and the straining fullness of her rose to him eagerly. She 
meant to contain the limit of her pleasure, to savor, for one sweet 
moment, the knowledge of his caresses, but the tide of passion rose. 

It had to be, she thought. It had to be. She had known, as he had, 
before they had even met, that this was their destiny, that this. . 

She sucked in her breath, his name dying on her lips. 

“Roger!” she whispered, and the yielding firmness of her, like a 
throbbing bubble, quivered at his urging. “Roger!” 

Hungrily, as her hair cascaded on the damask arm, he responded 
to her unspoken demand, as she offered up the arching altar for his 
worship, as he lost all reason and plunged reluctantly from the de- 
lectable heights. 

She shut her eyes, gasping, and put her hands to his shoulders, 
thrusting him off. Tomorrow would be a day for regrets, she knew, 
if she didn’t act now, if she didn’t quell the raging fire that threat- 
ened to consume her. Tomorrow there would be Jimmy to think of. 
Tomorrow he would be free, and— 

He tried to hold her as she turned away, crying her name in a 
thick, choking voice. “Sheila! Not now! Not now! Wait! Wait!” 

Desperately, as she fought against her own desire, as she fought 
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against the driving urgency that compelled him to fight back, she 
sought to justify her passion, the burning need for realization. 

/ Cruelly, as she tried to draw within herself, the image of Mike 
thrust itself upon her, and she winced as the memory lashed her, 


‘as it rose with frightening clarity and showed him on the floor, his 


face a bleeding mess. But then she saw it wasn’t Mike, but Roger, 
with Jimmy standing over him, hating him for the same reason, 
beating him savagely because of what was happening now, because 
of the weakness that forced her into the arms. of other men. 

Blindly she turned frqm his embrace, trembling as if with the 
ague, fevered and full of want but ridden with a fear that cheated 
her of culmination. 

Finally, as it came to him that he could not have his way, that 
Sheila for the present was beyond his reach, Roger released her. 

He got up, grey-faced and shaking, watching shamelessly as she 
contrived to repair the ravages of his passion. Instinctively he turned 
to where the familiar bottles once stood, stopping in his tracks as 
he realized that this wa’ also beyond his reach. 

“Drink,” he mumbled, “I’ve got to have a drink.” 

Fear clutched at Sheila’s heart. “No, Roger! For God’s sake, no!” 

He pushed her away as she came over, glaring with congested eyes, 
his mouth working loosely. “What do you take me for?’ he cried. 
“I’m not made of stone! You offer yourself to me, you lead me on 
until I’m half out of my senses, and then—” 

“Roger, please! You’ve got to listen to me! It isn’t right! I want 
to love you but it isn’t right! How can I face Jimmy tomorrow, how 
can we bring him back here, live with him, if—” . 

“Why not? Why is it harder now than it was before? This isn’t 
the first time, and you know it! He isn’t worth caring about!” 

“But it’s not only that, can’t you see? He’s bound to find out, and 
when he does—” 

“I can take care of myself. I’ve met his kind before.” k 

“No. There has to be some other way. Roger—” 

He laughed, and the sound ran through her like a knife. “There 
is another way,” he said, and his eyes glittered queerly. 

He stepped close, breathing heavily, and bruised her shoulders 
with a painful grasp. “Do you love me? Do you want to remain and 
help me?” 

“Roger—your hands!” 

“Never mind my hands. You'll have to get used to being hurt if 
you're going to stay with me. You’re my last hope, Sheila. If you 
deny me now, if you play me for a fool—” 
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He saw the answer in her eyes, the fear-filled, stubborn surge that 
flared in their purple depths, and he lunged, pressing her to him. 
She struck out as they lurched against the sofa, as her knees buckled 
under his weight. 

Red welts appeared on the side of his cheek, then thin streaks of 
blood as her nails found their mark.. 

Something seemed to explode inside his head, and he forced her 
back, digging his fingers into her throat. 

Everything went black. She cried out as she felt herself falling 
into limitless space, as she spun and twisted and sped downward 
toward eternity. 

“No, Mike! No!” she cried, and the hard frame of the sofa became 
the unyielding stone bench, the roses on the table the seeping fra- 
grance of the garden. 

And then she knew. As in the repetition of the nightmare, as the 
source of his desire brooked no denial, she froze in his embrace, 
wanting and yet not wanting, thinking of Jimmy even as she cried 
out, over and over again, the name of her possessor. 

It was the same, as it would always be the same, but yet it wasn’t. 
It was the same fierce craving, the same fierce feeling of guilt as 
ecstacy struck. But now it was with a different lover, and for a dif- 
ferent reason. 

Tomorrow— 

Another lover, another reason. 

But there would always be the same guilt, the same guilt because. 
her body had no conscience, because it was stronger than her will, 
because it had learned to cheat even as it meant to be loyal. 

She knew that with her acquiescence she had sealed Jimmy’s fate, 
that she had become the willing party to his condemnation. She 
dared not think of the morrow. In some strange way she had become 
a destructive tool in Roger Bailey’s hands. ° 

Frenziedly she buried her shame in longing, in the burning, in- 
cisive ecstacy that ran her through like a flaming sword. 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


ROGER ENDED HIS PLEA at two in the afternoon. Judge Diller retired 
to his chambers and at four o’clock the court was called to order 
and he returned to render his verdict. 

Sheila felt Jimmy’s hand grow tense under her own. She glanced 
across the room to the desk of the prosecuting attorney and noted 
the smile of confidence on his face. Her heart started to pound and 
she turned away, consumed with a rising fear. 

Roger had been too sharp, too demanding. His overweaning con- 
tempt for the prosecution stood out in every word and gesture. His 
attack upon the capabilities of the victim was brilliant “but scorch- 
ingly cruel. The judge Iooked stern but did not interfere. 

The policeman’s testimony seemed unconvincing under the tricky — 

` net of Roger’s questions, and the reasonable doubt upon which 
Roger had built his case appeared to those few attending the session 
to have crystallized a clear example of police persecution. 

Jimmy felt certain that he would walk out of the room a free man. 
He was full of admiration for Roger Bailey. And despite her gnaw- 
ing fear, Sheila felt that the handsome, white-haired lawyer had 
risen above the personal dilemma that faced him, that he had done 
his utmost for Jimmy, in utter disregard for the explosive unpleas- 
antness that would follow his release. 

- But she was wrong. 

` Roger knew that he didn’t stand a chance before Judge Diller, and 
the prosecuting attorney knew- it too. Later, when the devious, ugly 
truth was made known to them— ; 

But they were standing now, facing the bench, with Jimmy step- 
ping forward to receive the verdict. He was pale but self-possessed, 
meeting the judge’s gaze unflinchingly. 

The judge took off his spectacles and declared, speaking in a 
firm, impersonal monotone, “James Poulos, the Court finds you 
guilty as charged. Have you anything to siy before the Court passes 
sentence?” 

Jimmy jerked. erect, stunned into silence. 

-+ As Sheila suppressed a cry, Roger sprang forward and requested 
„a detailed review of the court’s conclusions. “The defense would 
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like to know by what process of reasoning the court finds the de- 
fendant guilty! It is the inalienable right of the defendant to know—” 

Judge Diller came down hard with the gavel. “The Court’s con- 
clusions, Mr. Bailey, will be read into the record by the Chief Clerk, 
according to the usual procedure. If you care to have a copy on which 
to base an appeal, you know where to find it.” He rapped again, 
sharply, and turned to Jimmy. Sheila had gone to his side but the 
bailiff drew her away and she fell into Roger’s arms, weeping. 

The sentence was read. 

It was happening as if in a dream, a fantastic, horrible dream. 
Jimmy couldn’t bring himself to believe it, even as he was being led 
away. 

Five years! 

Five years were going to be snatched from his life; five precious, 
youthful years that would be lost forever behind grim prison walls. 
Five long, grey years during which Sheila’s arms would be denied 
him, the feel of her soft, warm lips against his, the sweet, ecstatic 
revelation of her body . 

She ran to him just before they got to the door, and the bailiff 
stood aside indulgently, looking the other way as they embraced for 
the last few agonizing moments. Then, as the firm hand closed upon 
his shoulder, Jimmy turned away and walked through the door for 
the last time. 

It was over. 

It was over, except for Sheila’s soft weeping, and Roger’s promise 
to Jimmy to get him out: Cushioned by the muted murmurs of the 
scattered spectators, Sheila’s jange nerves subsided as Roger led 
her from the chamber. 

In her secret heart, despite the shock. she suffered, Sheila experi- 
enced a calmness that was at once detached yet steeped i in guilt. 
Jimmy was gone. It should have been the blackest day of her life, 
but it wasn’t. She tried to hate herself for it but all she could feel 
was blessed relief; relief, and a surging hope that life would start 
anew. Roger. She had Roger now, and if she could help him fight 
his way back, it meant money, position, and reflected glory. She be- 
longed on top, and it would be the realization of her most cherished 
dream if she could make it happen. i 

As they halted at the foot of the granite steps, ‘Roser looked into - 
her pale face and said, “We'd better stop somewhere before we start 
home. You look as if you could use a drink.” 

“But—” Š 

“Not for me,” he smiled. “Though I couldn’t promise if you 
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weren't along that I wouldn’t take a few. I'll never forget the expres- 
sion on Jimmy’s face when—” 

“Please, Roger!” 

“Tm sorry. ” He shook his head, sighing. “What a comeback! 1 
felt sure J—” 

“Let’s—not talk about it. Let’s just go somewhere and sit down. 
I’m beginning to need that drink badly.” 

He took her to a place not a block away, and as they settled in the 
leather-cushioned booth the waiter came and Roger ordered one 
Martini and one plain ginger ale. : 

“Sam is going to be awfully disappointed,” he began. “I hardly 
have the heart to tell him. I’m afraid the victory dinner he’s planned 
for all of us is going to taste like ashes and wormwood.” 

Sheila sipped her Martini and leaned back, closing her eyes. 
“Maybe you better call him and tell him to pack my things. I don’t 
see now how I can—” 

“Nonsense! Of course you’re going to stay! Where else can you 
go?” 

Her eyes opened slowly. “You wanted it this way, didn’t you?” 
she asked softly. 

“Didn’t you?” 

“T—don’t know.” i 

His fingers cúrled over hers. “Even—after last night?” 

Color rose to her face. “I—shouldn’t have let you. It was shameful.” 

“But wonderful.” He leaned forward, his eyes glowing at the 
memory. “It’s going to be even more wonderful from now on, Sheila. 
I’m sorry about what happened to Jimmy, but I did my very best 
to help him. You believe that, don’t you?” 

“Yes, I do believe it.” Her eyes became moist. “But Roger, why 
did the judge—” 

His hand closed over hers, painfully. “That’s one thing PII never 
be able to. understand! His decision was unjust, even though we 
know that Jimmy was guilty. And to think that I hand-picked him, 
too! During all the years he’s been on the bench, never once has he 
been on the side of privilege! Something went wrong, but PIL be 
damned if I know what it is!” 

As she watched him, he went on, “Of course, we can always appeal 
—but to appeal costs money. More—than either of us can spare at 
the present.” 

Sheila raised her glass and drank, licking her lips with a small, 
pink tongue. “Poor Jimmy,” she said. 

“Yes—poor Jimmy.” He toyed with the ginger ale glass. 
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Someone put a nickel into the machine at the bar and a moaning 
blues song droned out of the juke box. Sheila listened, and a muted 
sadness rose within her. She felt like crying. It was nice, feeling 
sorry for everyone. Especially with a Dry Martini in your hand, and 
the place glowing with soft, restful lights. She’d never forget this 
moment, she thought. She’d always remember sitting in the booth 
with Roger, listening to the music and thinking of.Jimmy and how 
she would never see him again. It was very sad. And strangely com- 
forting, too. 

Roger gave her a quiet, understanding smile and ordered another 
Martini. 

They were sitting back, enjoying every minute of their mellow 
mood, when Roger sat up suddenly, his blue eyes growing stoney 
hard. A tall man had sauntered over from the bar and stood over 
them, glass in hand. His face was heavily tanned, and his eyes were 
obscured by expensive sun glasses. 

He smirked at Roger and said, “Hello, shyster. I just heard. Still 
keepin’ your record intact, hey? I’d sure hate to be defended by you.” 

Roger got up angrily but the big man placed his palm on the white 
shirt front and forced him back into the seat.’'Then he looked down 
at Sheila and said, “At least you still know how to pick ’em.” 

The stranger took off his sun glasses and leered. “You're really 
sémethin’, baby. But you’re wastin’ your time with this bum. He’s 
washed up, or didn’t anyone tell you?”. 

She moved away instinctively as he made to sit next to her. Bailey 
glowered but remained silent, his face a beet-red under the neat 
white hair. 

“My name is Joyce,” the stranger informed Sheila. “Harry Joyce. 
Roger used to be a friend of mine.” He placed his glass on the table 
and examined her deliberately, with insolent brown eyes. He nod- 
ded approvingly, idly swinging the sun glasses in his fingers. “You 
shouldn’t be seen with a guy like Bailey,” he said. “It’s bad for your 
reputation.” s 

Roger protested. “Now see here, Joyce—” œ% 

“Shut up. Can’t you see I’m talkin’ to the lady?” The heavy face, 
handsome despite its hardness, mirrored his contempt for the law- 
yer. “I guess you 're thinkin’ that I’m a pretty fresh guy, hey? As 
long as he won’t introduce us, maybe you'll have to tell me who you 
are. What’s your name, baby?” 

She had made up her. mind to ignore shim, but something i in his 
manner caused her to change her mind. “My name is Salem,” she 
said, “Sheila Salem. And now, if you'll excuse me—” 
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-He settled back with significant firmness. “Relax. I’m lonely and 
want somethin’ pretty to look at. And don’t expect Roger to do any- 
thing about it. That’s just the kind of a guy he is.” 

Roger pressed his fists against the table, his face beaded with 
perspiration. 

“We were only talkin’ about you, Roger,” Joyce went on, “me and 
Rita. We expected any day to be readin’ in the papers about you 
takin’ the pipe. And we been waitin’ so long, Roger! You’re not go- 
in’ to disappoint us, are you?” 

His arm was touching Sheila’s and she pushed it away. “I don’t 
particularly care for your company, Mr. Joyce. Would you mind 
taking your glass with you?” 

He gave her a tight smile. “I’m a hard guy to understand. It takes 
a long time for dames to get used to me. But you'll get to like me. 
Just give yourself a little time.” 

. Sheila got up. “It'll be a pleasure to forget you, Mr. Joyce.” 

He looked up at her, at the thrusting ripeness of her, at the beau- 
tiful round face and the angry, flashing eyes. He got up slowly, still 
smiling, and the nakedness of his desire brought a flush to her 
cheeks. : 

Roger moved around the table with unusual resolution, asking 
Joyce to step out. 

“Sure, Bailey. Why not? It don’t take me long to make up my 
mind.” He retreated lazily, like a large, lithe cat, watching Sheila as 
she edged between the table and the bench, 

He reached out and took her hand as she started away, and said, 
“see you around, Sheila.” 

Roger got between them and Joyce let her hand drop. He slapped 
Roger’s shoulder in mock friendliness then, and walked to the door 
with them. “Maybe I can steer some business your way,” he laughed. 
“I know a few guys I'd like to see end up in the jug. Or are you goin’ 
back to serious drinkin’, Roger?” 

They left without a backward glance. 

Joyée shrugged it off. He went back to the bar and had himself an- 
other double brandy. He shoved the empty glass toward the bartend- 
er without a word and it was deftly refilled. 

He thought of Rita and how tired he was getting of hér. She was 
still legally Bailey’s wife but for three years she had graced his own 
home. It was the longest period any woman had held his interest. 
But now he was getting sick of her. Like he got sick of the first two. 
The one who died accidentally, and the other who decided that it 


was easier to die than to leave him, o 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 


SHEILA WAS TOO BUSY to give Harry Joyce a second thought. She was 
too busy trying to forget the raw deal she had given Jimmy, too busy 
trying to rebuild Roger Bailey’s broken career. 

But Harry had made up his mind to have her. So he sent Rita 
to Miami and called on Roger at his new office and asked him if he 
would like to have his wife back. 

Roger was looking fit and confident. Sheila had restored his ego, 
his self-respect. He had won three civil cases since Jimmy had been 
sent away. He. was beginning to live again. : 

“I think it’s about time we buried the hatchet,” Joyce was saying. 
“T can do a lot for you, start the big cases goin’ your way. And that 
will mean plenty of dough. And where there is plenty of dough 
you'll find Rita. She won’t find it so hard to take up with you again.” 

Bailey smiled at him. It was meant to be a smile, that is. His teeth 
gleamed even and white but his lips were pressed hard against them. 

“Y’know,” he said, leaning over the desk, “you’re nothing but a 
no good bum. Did anyone ever tell you that to your face, Joyce?” 

“A few.” He sat back easily, serenely unruffled. “But they lived 
to regret it. Still, Pm in a good mood today. I won’t get tough with. 
you. Why don’t you want to take Rita back, Roger? She’s still got 
every bit of her looks, and not much of the class has rubbed off her 
either. She’s never stopped bein’ high society, even after livin’ with 
me for three years.” 

“Thanks for your generosity, but Rita doesn’t interest me any 
more.” He picked up the letter opener and spoke to it, “sure, PI 
admit I was crazy-mad about her, that the double-cross the both of 
you gave me sent me on the skids, but all that’s ancient history now. 
I was a hig name in law once, and I’m going to be a big name again. 
You owe your life to me, Joyce. Twice I got you cleared on a murder 
rap. The way you showed your gratitude almost killed me, but the 
worst is over now. Keep Rita. I don’t want her. In fact, it would make 
me very happy to watch both of you grow to hate each other.” He 
tilted back in the swivel chair and folded his hands in his lap. “And 
don’t bother to send me any business. I can get along without your 
help.” æ ; 


76 


77 


Joyce crossed his legs, sighing. “You shouldn’t talk this way to 
me, Roger. It ain’t often that I’m willin’ to make a deal with a guy. 
You know what happens to people who say no to me. In the long 
run they say yes. But it’s a shame how high their hospital bills run.” 

“Keeping Rita would be much more expensive, I’m afraid. And 
taking her back after all the front page muck that was written about 
us would put an end to my comeback before it even got started.” 
He swung back and forth in the chair, smiling. “Sorry, Joyce. No 
deal.” 

The big man rubbed his cheek with a strong, tanned hand and bal- 
anced his hat on his knee. “I still think I can swing it.” His eyes 
moved slowly from what he was doing and met Roger’s gaze head-on. 
“You're pretty good at pullin’ a double-cross yourself, shyster. This 
last one was the neatest I seen yet. And it took guts to do it, sacri- 
ficin’ your first comeback case.” 

Roger sat up. “I’m afraid you’re taking up too much of my time.” 

Joyce stretched out his legs and started a cigarette with intention- 
al deliberation. “You're pretty high on that big blonde baby, hey, 
Roger? She must be quite a doll, for you to risk your career right 
at the beginnin’. Lucky for you that most blondes are,dumb, but 
here’s one guy who ain’t.” He waved the match in the air and tossed 
it on to the new rug. : 

Bailey got up, moving impatiently: 

Joyce waved him back into the chair. “Seein’ you two so chummy- 
like at the bar that day gave me an idea. I started askin’ around. 
About the case.” He sighed, shaking his head. “Now that Jimmy 
Poulos. What a sucker you made out of that‘guy! If he ever found 
out what kind of a deal you gave him he’d jump the can and head 
right for you with a big, blazing gun in his hand.” 

Roger fingered the inside of his collar nervously. “I don’t know 
what you’re talking about! There isn’t a lawyer living who could 
have handled the case more brilliantly. Before any other judge but 
Diller, there would have been no conviction—” 

“Yeah. That’s just what I was goin’ to bring up. Judge Diller. You 
could have had a jury case, but_you waived it. The D. A. gave you 
the pick of the judges. Everything was in your favor. It looked like 
he felt sorry for you, that he wanted to make it easy. But what did 
you do?” 

Bailey kept an enforced calm. “I did what any smart lawyer 
would have done. The victim was a notorious playboy, a rich ne’er- 
do-well. The kind of person Diller hates with all his heart and soul—” 

“Sure. It looked smart from the outside. But when I got to thinkin’ 
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I found that you never tried one other case before Diller. And then 
I said, what about lookin’ at the case from the inside?” He laughed. 
“It was just that simple. I started pumpin’ Rita and she got to gab- 
bin’ how you used to go with a poor but honest girl before you met 
her, how because you were a rich Johnny and full of blue blood she 
thought the sun rose and set on you. But after a while you got tired 
of her because Rita got under your skin, and Rita had the money that 
could take the place of the dough you needed, so you gave the poor 
but honest girl the gate and she | left home and nobody ‘has ever seen 
her again.” He paused, drawing on his cigarette. “The girl’s name 
was Eunice Diller. And she was the niece of the judge you picked to 
try Jimmy Poulos’ case.” 

Roger didn’t try to defend himself. He just sat there, waiting for 
what was to follow. 

Joyce watched him through a haze of smoke. “It certainly beats — 
all hell what a guy will‘do to get a dame! I got to hand it to you in a 
way, Roger: It was smart. But even a juicy blonde like Sheila ain’t 
worth gettin’ a hole in the head for.” He straightened up, smiling. 
“I didn’t tell Rita about the blonde. I like to keep things simple. I 
won’t even tell Sheila, though I suspect that she ain’t as dumb as 
she looks, But Jimmy Poulos—I really feel sorry for that guy.” Harry 
Joyce laughed. 

“You should have been a writer, Harry. You have a wonderful 
imagination.” 

~ Bailey glared at him. 

Harry crushed the stub of his fag in the standing metal ashtray. 
“I wonder if Jimmy Poulos would think so,” he said. 

Bailey got up and looked at his watch, and Harry smiled. He 
seemed to unfold as he got to his feet, with.the menacing sharpness 
of a jackknife. “I was wonderin’ whether Jimmy knows Sheila’s per- 
manent address,” he said. 

He walked to the door and Roger. followed him. He was looking 
pale around the gills but there was a stubborn set to his jaw and 
Harry began to think that he had failed. Then Roger said, as Harry 
reached for the knob, “Some day I’m going to kill you.” He said it 
very quietly, almost politely, and Harry laughed. To him the whole 
thing was a monstrous joke. 

“Not if I get you first, pal.” He put on his hat and looked into 
Roger’s eyes. “This is a hell of a tough way to get an invite from a 
guy. When am I comin’ up to visit you and Sheila?” 

. Roger clenched his teeth. But still he didn’t raise his voice. “You 
lousy bastard,” he said. “You stole Rita from me. You just about 
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ruined my life. What more do you want? Why don’t you leave me 
alone?” 

“T like your taste in women, Roger. Most guys would feel flat- 
tered. And now that you got a nice fresh start, I’m sure you wouldn’t 
want to give it up because of a yellow-haired broad with a super de- 
velopment. There are a lot of dames around like that.” 

“Get out.” 

“Sure:” Harry opened the door. “You know where I live. PI be 
waitin’ for the invitation.” 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


SHEILA SHOWED no surprise when in answering the doorbell she 
found Harry Joyce smiling down at her. The day after Harry had 
called at his office Roger felt compelled to tell Sheila about him, 
and the description of -his sinister life had at once fascinated and 
repelled her. She knew he was taken with her from the very first. 

He had his hat in his hand and his oily hair gleamed in the light 
of the late afternoon. He watched her from behind the expensive 
sun glasses and said, smiling, “How come you're allowed to open the 
front door? I thought Roger kept you locked up.” 

Sheila met him at his own level. “You’ve been reading fairy tales, 
I see. But Roger isn’t a dragon and you don’t look like a knight.” 

He grinned. “Maybe not. But a princess like you needs help even 
if she doesn’t know it. I thought I’d come before it was too late, be- 
fore Roger bored you to death.” 

“Thank you just the same, but I’m sure that it will never happen.” 
She made ready to close the door. “PI tell him you called.” 

A gleaming shoe top moved boldly into the opening. “I came 
about something important. What about lettin’ me in?” 

Sheila hesitated uneasily. Color rose to her checks. “This is some 
kind of cheap trick! Now listen, Mr. Joyce—” 

“Harry. I want you to call me Harry. I’m goin’ to be your friend, 
even if you don’t think so.” He took off his sun glasses and folded 
them carefully. “Last week,” he said, “I went to Roger’s office—” 
He broke off queerly, 1 regarding her with penetrating eyes. “I think 
you should let me in,’ "he said. * ‘For your own good.” 

“No. I don’t trust you.” 

“I see. So Roger’s been tellin’ you stories about me.” 

“What if he has? Does it matter very much what I think of you?” 

He slipped the glasses into his pocket. “A hell of a lot more than 
you realize, baby.” He wasn’t smiling now. 

He made a sudden move and Sheila drew back hastily. He was in 
the hall, with the door shut behind him before she was quite aware 
of it. He looked around quickly, like a man who always wanted to 
be sure of things, dropping his hat on the seat of the Spanish side- 
chair with a gesture of overhearing confidewce. 
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k happened before she was able to prevent it. He grabbed her and 
put his lips to hers. 

_ She didn’t fight back and after a while he released her. He kept 
looking at her with eyes that were like two glittering lights, and said, 
“Tt won't do you no good to tell Roger about this because there’s 
nothin’ he can do about it.” He put his hand to his mouth and wiped 
off the lipstick. “You're sweet,” he said, “just like I thought.” 

Sheila said nothing. She seemed to be in a daze, filled with a 
strange trembling. 

He took her hand and walked with her to the nearest open door. 
When they got into the room Harry saw that it was the library, a 
large musty room lined with rows of law books. An incipient sneer 
came to his lips, but he kept his thoughts to himself. 

Sheila took her hand from his and steadied herself on the back 
of the sofa. “You’ve got a gun,” she said. 

His fingers went instinctively to his breast pocket, and he said, 
“I always carry a gun. You felt it when I pressed against you.” He 
laughed. “I thought that’s why you looked scared. z 

She leaned against the sofa arm and said, “Roger will be home 
any minute now. Say what you have to, and get out.” 

He took a turn around the room, came back to where she was 
standing. “TIl leave when it suits me. If Roger wants to hear what 
I have to say he’s welcome to listen. But it won’t be anything new 
to him.” He took a coin out of his pocket and started to play toss- 
and-catch. “TIl give it to you straight,” he said. “No sense in wastin’ 
time.” He stopped tossing the coin and held her with his eyes. “I 
guess you know that Roger has a wife. Did he tell you?” 

Sheila kept a grip on herself. “No. But I don’t care. I guessed 
there was a reason for what happened to him. Now—it doesn’t mat- 
ter. She isn’t here, and—” 

“She will be. She got back yesterday. I tried to keep her in Miami, 
but somebody told her about you.’ 

She put her hand to her breast. “Is this what you’ve come to tell 
me?” 

“Yeah. Also that she’s still in love with Roger and won’t give 
him up.” 

“You’re making it up! You’re lying!” 

“T don’t think so. Don’t be surprised if you see her here tonight.” 
He started tossing the coin again. “I know her like a book. I should. 
For thee years she was livin with me—” 

“Then you’re the one—” 

“Yeah. I’m the one. There was somethin’ about her that got me. 
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Maybe because she was a swell. And it was the same with her. She 
wanted to know what made a tough guy tick. So we found out about 
each other, and she left Roger to live with me.” 

“Wasn’t she afraid, after what happened to your first two wives?” 
Sheila asked. 

He smiled. “Not even when Roger lied and told her that I bumped 
them off. Sometimes dames go for those things. That’s what made 
her want me, | guess. All this time she must have been waitin’ for 
me to make a move, to give her the works, but 1 been pretty sweet 
to her.” He sighed. “I guess she must be disappointed. That’s why, 
with Roger on his feet again—” 

“I’m not worried. Roger doesn’t want her. If he did, he’d have 
tried to get her back from you a long time ago.” 

“What makes you think he didn’t try?” He laughed, sweeping 
her with insolent eyes. “You’re a dead duck, Sheila. All she has to 
do is to snap her fingers, and he’ll jump.” 

“PII make him divorce her! PI—” Harry approached slowly, and 
her voice trailed off. - 

His fingertips found her bare arms. “He had the chance to divorce 
her for three long years. Yowre a sap, Sheila, to be wastin’ your 
time on him.” His palms were warm now, snug against her. “This 
was his way of gettin’ her back, don’t-you see? No dame would have 
him for long, but he made out like he was goin’ to help you with your 
boy friend, and now Jimmy Poulos is in the can and you’re livin’ with 
the guy who sent him there. That’s what Rita found out. He wanted 
her to. Sure, he’ll file an appeal maybe, to kid you along. And then—” 

“We can’t. We haven’t got the money. We—” 

His grip tightened. Sheila didn’t move. “So that’stit,” he said 
quietly. “We. So you knew all about it. You walked into, it with your 
eyes wide open.” He was so close now that she could feel his breath 
on her face. “I wonder what Jimmy would do if somebody told him.” 

Sheila tried tõ break away but he wouldn’t let her. “Roger told 
me you tried to blackmail him! Only recently. About going to Jim- 
my. But you can’t scare me, or Roger either. And it wasn’t his idea 
at all to win his wife back by playing me off against her. You’re a 
crude, stupid liar and I now think you’d better leave—” 

His hand flicked upward and he hit her across the mouth. His eyes 
were hard but the smile didn’t fade from his lips. “I don’t like for 
dames to talk like that to me,” he said. “You better say you’re sorry.” 

Sheila stared at him sullenly. She tried not to be afraid but there 
was no helping it. “I won’t forget this,” she started, but his hand 


stung against her lips again, and she cried out in pain. 
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A tiny bead of blood seeped through the broken skin, trickling 
to her lower lip. It tasted warm and sweet. 

A moment later Harry was tasting it too, soothing the sore spot 
with his kiss, drawing upon her with pulsating avidity. His lips 
were hard, and he kept bruising her. He was big and hard and her 
fingers clawed helplessly at his muscular back. 

He flung her from him then, and she sprawled against the sofa. 

“I tried to be nice!” he grated, and the stain of her blood was still 

on his lips..“I wanted for me and Roger to be friends, to help him 
by shovin’ business his way! I was willin’ for Rita to go back to him, 
but he didn’t want to be friends! He dropped to the gutter because 
Rita left him, and now because I’m willin’ to let her go, he—” 
. “What's your price,” Sheila asked, “for letting us alone?” She 
had risen to her feet, her purple-blue eyes stabbing at him with pe- 
culiar intensity. “You’re finished with Rita, obviously. And you 
don’t care a hoot in hell for Roger. Why are you forcing yourself 
on us? What do you want?” 

He took a crumpled kerchief from his pocket and dabbed his lip. 
“Come to my apartment and you'll find out.” 

Sheila grew rigid. “You want—” 

“T.want you,” he said. “That’s givin’ it to you straight.” 

The dying sun brushed against the windows, bringing molten fire 
to Sheila’s golden waves. The ticking of the clock marked the pass- 
ing silence. 

“You want me because you hate Roger,” Sheila said. “You hate 
him very much and you want to take me from him.” 

“Maybe. But I want you because of what you are. You’re not fool- 
in’ me one bit, Sheila. You ain’t in love with Roger. And you weren’t 
in love with Jimmy, either. You’re the kind of dame who goes along 
with the tide, hopin’ it will carry her upstream, to somethin’ better. 
Well, you got Roger now, but I’m somethin’ better. I got more dough 
and I’m more of a man than he’ll ever be.” 

“I wouldn’t have you if I were forced to walk the streets! Now I’m 
giving it to you straight, Harry! And I'll never change my mind 
about you! Never!” 

He remained quite still for a moment, glaring fixedly, then with 
an animal ery lunged at her, knocking her off her feet. As she pulled 
herself to a sitting posture he reached down and pulled her to him 
violently. 

Sheila was stunned, unable to resist his advances. She was helpless 
in his embrace, weak from the force of his blow. 

He’s going to kill me! He’s going to kill me! Sheila thought, and 
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became paralyzed with terror. Just as he killed the two others—I 
know he’s going to kill me—” 

But Harry’s violence took on a different form. “When Roger finds 
you here,” he cried, “you can tell him what happened! If your shame. 
will let you! Can you hear me? Can you hear me?” 

His words beat against her eardrums without meaning. The room 
spun and she felt herself going down again. Wildly she clutched to 
keep herself from falling. She went down but now her fingers had 
curled around something hard. For a moment it didn’t register as 
she rode the crest of panic, but then, as reason struck, she yanked 
and the gun slipped out of its holster. 

Harry’s violence died abruptly as he, felt the muzzle digging into 
his ribs. 

“Sheila pushed him away and got up, the gun trembling in her 
hand. “I could kill you for this! I could shoot you down and tell the 
cops what you tried to do to me! I’m going to keep you here, and 
when Roger comes—” 

“Yeah. Let’s wait until Roger comes. That’s a good idea.” He tried 
to sound contemptuous but his voice was edged with fear. “Are you 
goin’ to ask him to do the shootin’?” 

She waved him to a chair but he didn’t move. He gave her a one- 
sided, crooked smile, and said. “Maybe you should shoot me. It’s 
the only way you'll ever get rid of me.’ 

Sheila regarded him blankly. The gun “wavered. 

“I don’t discourage easy,” he went on, lowering his hands. “When 
I make up my mind to get something, | get it. That’s why I’m big 
and Roger is small. He’s yellow. He won’t put up a fight when the 
odds are against him. But he’ll kick you when you’re down. That’s 
the kind of guy you picked for yourself. A yellow bum—” 

She was calmer now, more confident. “You called him that once 
before, in the bar. But you’re no different. You’re just as yellow as 
he is. The odds are pretty much against you now. Why don’t you 
put up a fight? Why don’t you—” 

“If I thought you really meant that—” 

“I do.” She held the torn bodice to her shoulder with her free 
hand. Her voice was heavy with scorn. “You're like all the rest. 
Brave when the gun is in your hand, when you’ve got a defenseless 
woman under your fists!” 

Harry took a step forward. “I gave you your reason to shoot be- 
fore. Why don’t you shoot and have it over with?” 

“Because you’re not worth it. Because men like you are a dime a 
dozen.” She lowered the gun contemptuously. “You said you wanted 
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me, that you’d do anything to have me. Well, here I am. What are 
you waiting for?” 

His quick, brown eyes darted to the gun, but he kept his distance. 

Sheila laughed harshly. “And you want me to give up Roger for 
the likes of you! Harry Joyce, the big deal, the lady killer!” 

His face grew crimson. “Shut up! Shut up, do you hear?” 

“You only take when it’s easy to take. You thought you could 
- frighten Roger, and me too! But now I’m making you an offer, 
Harry! Any man that will risk a slug in the body just to have me— 
well—that’s the kind of a man I’m looking for!” She waited. Harry 
glared at her, breathing heavily. Her scorn cut him to the quick. 

His face was pale under the heavy tan, working with the knowl- 
edge of battered pride, with the wild, unreasoning want of her. “All 
right,” he said, and his voice seemed to choke in his throat. “You 
can do what the hell you want, but I’m goin’ to take you! I’m goin’ 
to prove that Harry Joyce is no yellow bum, that I won’t let nothin’ 
stand in my way! I’m goin’ to prove it to you even if I end up dead 
on the floor!” 

He moved swiftly, and Sheila’s reaction was immediate. She raised 
the gun and pulled the trigger even as his hands touched her. 

He jerked backwards, as if propelled by some invisible force, and 
fell against the bulky Credenza table. His sharp brown eyes were 
opened wide, and they clung to Sheila’s face with an expression of 
surprise and creeping fear. 

She watched as he started to crumple, frozen in her tracks, her 
fingers squeezing the butt of the gun until they were shot with pain. 
“Harry! Harry!” she cried. 

He slid to the floor on his haunches, his torso held erect by the 
support of the ornate table leg. He gave her a queer smile as she 
knelt down beside him, as she tried to stem the flow of blood that 
seeped from his shoulder. 

“I—told—you—” he gasped, still holding the’twisted smile, “I told 
you— that— when— Harry— Joyce— wants— something—” 

“Don’t—say anything now! You’ve got to save your strength! 
We’ve got to get to a doctor right meyi a Sheila reached for the 
phone. 

He reached up and struck her hand away. “Do you want—to end 
up—where Jimmy is? Just—get me into—a cab. P’ll—take care—of 
the rest.” 

She was shaking all over now, holding on by sheer nerve. “No! 
You’ve got to have attention! You’ll bleed to death—if you try to—” 

“Shut— up— and help—help me to my feet.” 
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Somehow she got him up, and the nightmare dragged on. She 
started to cry and Harry cursed her, and she stopped. 

She draped his arm over her shoulder and turned for the door. 

There was someone there. Watching them. - 

Sam. 

He was frightened stiff. 

They told him it was an accident, and he believed them. He was 
holding the front door key in his hand, not even knowing he had it, 
and when Sheila asked him to help, it dropped to the floor noise- 
lessly. 

She went back to the phone and called for a cab as Sam helped 
Harry down the short hall. It was dark out by now and the cabbie 
didn’t see the stain near Harry’s shoulder. Sam said he was drunk 
and got into the cab with him and Sheila watched them drive away. 

Then she went back into the library and picked up the gun and 
took it upstairs, hiding it in a discarded shoulder bag. She was weak 
and on the verge of nausea, but she managed to strip and step into 
the shower. 3 

When Roger entered the hallway the water was stinging her flesh, 
washing off the blood that had seeped through her dress and on to 
her left breast. 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


ROGER TOOK THE NEWS with unprecedented calm. Sheila realized 

that she would have to tell him because Sam surely would. She was 

afraid of his reaction but he just stood there, listening, drawing on 

his dressing gown and nodding slowly, his expression curiously un- 
` disturbed. 

For a fleeting moment she got the impression that a smile had 
touched his lips, and it startled her. 

He slipped his arm around her shoulder and kissed her gently 
then, holding her to him. “I wouldn’t worry about it if I were vou, 
my dear. He got only what he deserved. And as for any kind of re- 
taliation on his part, you needn’t worry. about that either. Harry 
can’t afford to get into trouble. Not with his reputation.” He paused 
for a second, and once again she got the impression that he was 
smiling. 

It unnerved her, and she drew away. But she felt she had to talk. 
She just had to. Somehow, just saying things, hearing the sound of 
her own voice, restored her assurance, helped bring back a sem- 
blance of normality. She looked at Roger and said, “He told me 
about Rita. He said you got me to live with you just to make her 
jealous, that she was still in love with you, that she would try to—” 

“Nonsense.” He was still calm but now his eyes were shadowed. 
“Tf Rita leaves him it will only be because he’s thrown hér out.” He 
paused again, thoughtfully. “She’s the one to fear, because she 
won’t hesitate one instant to make trouble. Harry knows that. He 
must. And if he’s so brave or so foolish as to throw her out—” he 
broke off, spreading his hands significantly. 

“You mean—she’ll blame me for it?” 

“If Harry wants her to believe that it’s your fault.” 

Sheila stared. “But—why should he do that?” 

“To give himself a reason for throwing her out—and to embarrass 
me.” 

She lowered herself into a chair. “Then this isn’t the end of it!” 

He locked his fingers behind his back and studied her. “Of course 
not.. There will never be an end to it, until—” 
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She looked up, arrested at the tone of his voice. “Until—what?” 

“Men who live by violence die by violence,” he said, and looked 
away evasively. He turned his back and walked the length of the 
room, stopping by the window. He seemed to be concentrating on 
the darkness without. Sheila waited. 

After a silence that seemed to stretch on interminably, he faced 
her and said, “My advice to you is to settle this matter as quickly; 
as possible. Go to Rita and explain everything.” 

Sheila didn’t know what to say. “But—that would mean seeing 
Harry again. How could I see Rita without—” 

“What harm would there be in that? He knows how you feel about 
him now.” He took a deep breath, looking directly into her eyes. 
“Surely—you can trust yourself with him?” 

She drew herself erect, slowly. “How can you say a thing like that? 
I despise him! Roger, for Gosh sake, what’s come over you?” 

He smiled painfully, sighing. “I’m—not quite sure of myself yet— 
Not—quite sure that I’m man enough to hold you.” 

Sheila started to tremble. Tears smarted behind her eyes. “You 
don’t trust me! You think I’m a trollop! Just because I lived with 
Jimmy, because I gave myself to you, you think—” 

He hurried over, penitently, and kneeled at her feet. “No!” he 
cried, “it isn’t that at all! I’m so afraid of losing you! I need you so 
badly, Sheila, and I’m so afraid of losing you!” 

She put her fingers to his hair, stroking him, holding him. “You— 
must never say that again, Roger. You—must never doubt me. How 
can you think otherwise, when I turned my back to Jimmy, knowing 
that you—” ; 

“No. You mustn’t say it! You mustn’t ! I'll never forgive myself 
for that! But I just—had to have you. I just—had to have you.” 

He felt her lips on his thick, white hair, heard her whispering 
sigh that somehow told him all he wanted to know. 

She said then, her lips still close to his ear. “I suppose—there’s no 
other way out. She’ll just have to believe me! And if Harry persists—” 

He raised his head and held her with his eyes. “If Harry persists,” 
he repeated, “we'll have to keep fighting back. It’s the only way.” 

The only way, Roger thought later, to bring about the result he 
so passionately desired. The stage was set, and he, as the masterful 
director, had written the lines, created the situations. And now, as 
he brought the marionettes closer and closer to the explosive climax, 
as he permitted Sheila to deceive herself, to deceive him into be- 
lieving that Harry Joyce was as dirt under her feet, he waited for 
her to give way to her own great weakness. 
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She would go to Harry Joyce because she wanted to, because of 
the compulsion that would give her no rest. He watched it grow as 
the days passed, as he kept his silence and waited, knowing that she 
needed no further urging. It would be foolhardy at this point, to 
become too obvious . . 

She told him five days: later that she was going to see Rita, and 
he gave his consent. His mind at this stage was not entirely at ease. 
He knew Rita better than anyone, and Harry’s injury should have 
gotten some sort of reaction from her. It could be that Harry was 
more seriously hurt than Sheila had led him to believe, that Rita 
had to be with him night and day... 

But it wasn’t that way at all. Harry knew what he was doing. He 
was quite sure of himself. Sheila found that out when she called at 
his apartment. 

He lived on the sixteenth floor of an ultra-modern house on River- 
side Drive, and when Sheila rang the bell he answered the door 
himself. His right arm was in a sling and he seemed a trifle pale, 
but outside of that he’ was quite his normal self. 

She could tell by the way he greeted her, by the way his eyes 
moved over her figure, that he was all right. She stood at the door, 
her heart beating rapidly, not knowing what to say. 

Harry said it for her. “Don’t look so frightened: I’m not ready to 
kick off yet. Come on in.” He stepped aside, holding the door back. 

Sheila wet her lips with her tongue and said, “Rita. Where is 
she? I—” 

“She ain’t here. Got a little nasty this mornin’, forgettin’ I’m a 
sick man, so I gave her the boot.” 

“Then— 

“For cripe’s sake! Make up your mind! Are you comin’ in or 
aren’t you?” : 

She stepped in, hesitantly. He let the door shut and put his arm 
around her waist, urging her forward. “You look like hell,” he said, 
smiling. “You must of lost a lot of sleep over me.” 

They walked through the foyer into the immense living room, 
and he showed her to a chair, perching himself on the arm with 
graceful ease. “You can make yourself a drink if you want. You look 
like you need one.’ 

She got up just to get away from him, the disturbing nearness that 
set her nerves crawling. She made herself a stiff highball of rye and 
ginger ale and took a deep draught, choking as the whiskey seared 
her throat. 

He laughed as her eyes teared. “That’s what I like about you,” he 
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said. “You do things in a big way. All or nothin’.” He walked over. 
“Make me one. The same kind. I feel chummy today.” 

She obeyed silently, feeling his gaze on her as she turned her back. 
The dress was form fitting and revealed each provocative curve. It 
occurred to her before she left to put on something more conserva- 
tive, but for a reason she dared not analyze she had chosen this one, 
knowing full well what it did for her figure. It made her angry with 
herself but the dress stayed on just the same, and here she was, her 
heart beating in her throat, waiting for him to touch her, hating her- 
self for her weakness, yet filled with a breathlessness that could 
mean only one thing. 

“Cute,” she heard him say. “You sure do something to that dress.” 

She ignored his remark and handed him the drink. He took it with 
his free hand and clinked glasses with her. “To the lady who needed 
a lot of convincin’. You.” His even white teeth gleamed against the 
deep tan as he laughed. “I’m glad you didn’t kill me,” he said. “I’d 
hate to think of not gettin’ rewarded for provin’ myself to you.” 

She walked away and sat down in the chair again. Her voice was 
flat when she spoke. “I didn’t come here for that, Harry. I was just 
worried about what would happen to me if you had to go to a hos- 
pital, if the police had to be told.” 

The smile remained on his face. “Come on, you can’t kid me. So 
maybe you were a little scared. But you know I wasn’t hurt bad. You 
came because you couldn’t stay away.” 

“No. I came because I had to make sure. Because Roger wanted me 
to make sure.” 

Harry jiggled the ice in the tall glass so that it made a tinkling 
sound, “Scary kind of dame, ain’t you? Scary—or smart. I still can’t 
make up my mind. But I guess you had to tell Roger. Just to protect 
yourself.” He laughed unpleasantly. “I would. of liked to have been 
there when you told him. I bet he turned a nice cheese-green!” 

Sheila sat back and said nothing. She crossed her legs, taking 
another sip of the highball, her eyes never for one moment leaving 
Harry’s face. 

He examined her legs in the insolent manner she lakes so well, 
but she made no effort to adjust her skirt, all the while fighting the 
urge to do so. He seemed to know what she was thinking because his 
smile grew broader, and she grew furious because of his penetrating 
instinct. 

He placed his glass on the table then, and said, smoothing his 
hair, “You gave Rita a good excuse to hang on for a while, pluggin’ 
me like this. But even as a nurse I’m gettin’ sick of her. When are you 
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. plannin’ to move in with me, so I'll know when to get rid of her?” 

“I’m not moving in with you. And I don’t give a damn what you 
do with Rita or what she does with you.” : 

“Nice little speech. But I don’t believe a word of it. And you don’t, 
either.” 

“I want to see Rita,” she said. “I don’t want her to get the wrong 
idea about what happened. Roger said she would make trouble and 
I want to prevent it.” She smiled cruelly then, and said, “She’s got 
to know that I despise you, that there was never anything between 
us and never will be.” 

Her words didn’t seem to bother him. “I can tell her different, 
Sheila. And she’ll believe me. So you’re goin’ to have trouble no 
matter what you do. I’m a nasty guy when things don’t go the way 
I want ’em—and like you know, I never give up tryin’. So you can 
take it from there.” 

Her hand was cold from holding the drink and she placed the glass 
on the floor. She uncrossed her legs and smoothed the dress at her 
knees. She watched him approach but she didn’t get up. 

He stood over her, stroking his cradled arm. “I wish I knew what 
fun you get out of kiddin’ yourself. You know if I made a pass at you 
this minute you wouldn’t put up much of a fight. But just the same 
you got to make it tough. Maybe you’re ashamed about the way you 
feel, maybe you’re convinced that only tarts give in without a fight.” 
He shrugged. “It’s tough to figure out the way a dame thinks, but 
I got a simple answer for that. Don’t let them think.” His eyes grew 
hard. “Get up.” 

It wasn’t easy to defy him, but she stayed down. She began to feel 
breathless. Inside her the familiar quivering began. It ran down her 
middle to where the gnawing cramp slowly grew, and she pressed 
deeper into the chair, overwhelmed at her own shameful weakness. 

“Get up!” he said again. Not loudly, but with peculiar persuasion. 
He reached down and put his fingertips to her cheek. “I’m a better 
man with one good arm than most guys are with two. You believe 
that because that’s why you’ve come.” 

She turned away but his fingers moved with her. face. He laughed 
in his throat and his fingers crept under her soft chin. He tilted her 
head, forcing her eyes to meet his. “Maybe you’d like me to show 
you what I can give you. Like the kind of stuff I give to dames who 
trust me. There’s a closet in the bedroom, Sheila, with a mink cape 
in it. And if you'll look in the drawers you'll see all kinds of jewelry. 
Not cheap stuff, but the real McCoy. It’s all yours. All you have to 
do is to call up Roger and tell him that you’re not comin’ home.” 
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She thrust his hand away but it came right back, this time at the 
base of her neck. His touch was still gentle, however. He found the 
throbbing pulse and put his fingertips to it. It seemed to excite him. 
“After the doc fixed me up,” he said, “I kept findin’ some excuse for 
chasin’ Rita after things, just to get her out of the apartment. I didn’t 
know what day to expect you and I didn’t want to take any chances. 
I don’t think I fooled her much because I had a hell of a time gettin’ 
rid of her.” He smiled. “It started to get me because it began to look 
that I was wrong about you, and I got real nasty. Early this mornin’ 
she wouldn’t do like I said and I let her have it. That’s the real 
reason for her not bein’ here now. She’s gettin’ herself fixed up.” 

He was very close now, so close that his knees were touching hers. 
Her fingers dug into the arms of the chair but still she didn’t move. 

“Pll be good to you,” she heard him say. “You don’t have to 
bother with that stuff in the bedroom if you want other things. I 
know how dames feel about takin’ over from has-beens. You can 
have everything new, even a new car—” 

His hand was behind her and she felt herself rising to meet him. 

Harry was much taller and when he pulled her close she leaned 
against his arm and the pain made him wince. It did something to 
her. She cried out, feeling the pain even as he felt it, and then, as it 
seemed to run through her like an electric current, her lips met his. 

The familiar, bruising hardness shut off her breath, the seeking, 
bruising hardness that forced her lips apart and seemed to draw 
the very life out of her. She grew limp for a moment, clinging to him 
from sheer weakness. It was as if he were taking every ounce of 
strength from her, breaking her will by his very strength. 

He was shaking because of the pain. There was no deception now, 
no fighting back to preserve a non-existent virtue. The soft, rounded 
length of her locked against him, quivering with relentless urgency. 

Soon they were in Rita’s room, and from the dresser her beautiful 
face smiled down at them, with the scrawling inscription pledging 
Harry her eternal love. 

It was as they relaxed together, side by side, sweetly spent, that 
they heard the furtive turn of the key in the lock, the tense, accusing 
whisper of the door as it swung back. 

Sheila jerked erect, clutching at Harry’s arm. 

The footsteps died at the bedroom door, and somehow they could 
feel the piercing hatred through the panels. 

Harry waited, unconcerned, supporting Sheila’s trembling body 
with the cool assurance of his own. 

And then the door slammed back and Rita came in. 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


TIME SEEMED TO STOP. 

The two women confronted each other in the dreadful silence, 
each measuring the other as if at sword’s point. 

Rita had been freshly made up but the heavy application of pan- 
cake could not conceal the swellings on her face. Yet she’ was com- 
pellingly handsome, possessed of a flaming intensity that was not part 
of her present rage. 

Slowly, as she held herself in check, the dark, handsome woman 
approached the bed, her eyes two smouldering pools of fire. She 
ignored Harry with a zombiec-like detachment, concentrating on the 
girl whose golden hair swept intimately on the masculine shoulder 
close to her own. t 

Rita’s voice was resonant with hatred. “I should have. known,” 
she rasped, ° ‘that you would end up with him! When he told me what 
you’d done, I knew it would end this way!” 

She was closer now, taking in the surging revelation of Sheila’s 
beauty, the bold contours that stood out with a challenge at once de- 
fiant and mocking. The brazen shamelessness of it all seemed to strike 
at her like a closed fist. Before Sheila had a chance to move, Rita was 
at her, clawing, shouting foul names. But Harry had seen it coming, 
and flung himself between them. A second later Rita was sprawling 
back, staggering under a powerful forearm shove. 

He bounded up lithely, his lips drawn back in a fierce smile, hold- 
ing his wounded shoulder with a large, tanned hand. He waited, 
muscles rippling, as Rita regained her balance. \ 

“You got bad manners,’ > flung out, sneering. “Didn’t you ever 
learn to knock? Or are you achin’ to get your head beat off again?” 

Rita disregarded his threat. “Get this tramp out of here!” she 
cried. “You’re not going to play me for a sucker! I gave up everything 
for you, and you belong to me!” 

He shook his head ‘slowly, still smiling. “You’re a little mixed 
up, Rita. I never belong to anyone. Even temporary. That’s one thing 
you dames never seem to learn.” He laughed harshly. “But I got‘a 
good way of teachin’ you.” He took a forward step, raising his fist. 

Sheila, watching from the bed, scrambled to her feet and clutched 
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at his arm. The ebony-tan of his.body contrasted sharply with the 
pearly glow of her own as she pressed against him, and in the tense, 
turgid gloom they looked like figures of onyx and alabaster, frozen 
momentarily into the realization of an artist’s dream. 

But Rita, blinded with jealousy and rage, saw none of this. All she 
saw was a hateful, half-dressed woman trying to restrain her lover’s 
calculated anger, and the knowledge of his deceit rose within her 
like a searing poison. She held her ground as Harry flung Sheila from 
him, waiting for the blow to fall as her eyes blazed defiance. 

Sheila, sickened by what she took to be Rita’s quivering eagerness 
to be hurt, turned her gaze away as Harry struck. She heard Rita 
crumple to the floor and rise again, and when she took her hands 
from in front of her eyes the dark, intense girl had her arms about 
Harry, pleading with him in whimpering, wordless monosyllables. 

Harry laughed and pushed her away. He walked to the door and 
held it open, saying, “Don’t come back until I send for you, do you 
hear? If you ever try this trick on me again I'll mess you up for geod! 
Now get out and stay out!” 

She followed, him with blind obedience, not uttering a sound, 
walking to the door without as much as glancing at the girl-on the bed. 

Sheila couldn’t believe it. She watched, shocked beyond thinking, 
as Rita took Harry’s free hand and put it to her lips, weeping. 

Harry just laughed again and snatched it away, wiping the rouge 
on his shorts. “Now you’re behavin’ sensible,” he said, “the way I 
like to see you. What happened just now won’t be the end of the 
world, for any of us. We gotta act civilized. At least you should, 
bein’ what you are. But now I’m makin’ with the words and words 
only lead to trouble. Beat it. And give me a ring before you decide 
to come back.” 

She went out, still weeping, and Harry closed the door. 

He went back to the bed, smiling at Sheila, and said, “I told you 
there-was nothin’ to worry about. Rita knows when she’s well off. 
All I have to do is to treat her rough and she starts eatin’ right out of 
my hand.” He sat down next to Sheila with prideful arrogance, en- 
compassing her frame with shameless possessiveness. “Now you can 
understand why a guy like Roger could never hold her. For all her 
fancy upbringin’ she’s nothin’ but a common—” 

“Please! Please don’t say it!” Sheila had her finger to his lips, 
pleadingly. 

He stared. “Hey! What’s come over you? I thought you would 
be glad that I threw her out. Don’t tell me you’re goin’ soft on me!” 

Sheila couldn’t meet his eyes. “It’s not right—to talk that way 
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about her. She—loves you, Harry. I don’t blame her, for acting the 
way she did. Would you—call me a tramp too, if I—” 

“T don’t know,” he said, and smiled at her. “It all depends. But 
you got more guts than Rita. You wouldn’t of shot me if you didn’t 
have. And that’s the difference. between you and her. The difference 
that makes you my kind of woman.” He leaned over and kissed her. 

But Sheila wasn’t satisfied. There was a hollow feeling inside her, 
a vague, troubled thoughtfulness that grew in intensity as she pic- 
tured herself in Rita’s place, being punished because of her very 
love for Harry, accepting humiliation and pain because of her fear 
of losing him. . 

Harry was being stirred again, holding the wonder of her in his 
arms, stimulated by his encounter of raging, jealous Rita, fiercely 
exultant because of his power over her. But all Sheila wanted now 
was to leave him, to go somewhere, anywhere, just to be alone, to 
conquer the inner, consuming flame that threatened to destroy her. 
For a while at least, she could pretend, deceive herself by rational- 
izing, raise a false facade of self-respect that would temporarily salve 
her feeling of raw guilt. But it wasn’t to be achieved so easily. Not 
with Harry so close to her, rekindling her desire. 

Every nerve was stretched to the breaking point. Rita’s discovery 
of.them and her subsequent degradation, her snivelling surrender 
after Harry’s violence, worked upon her like the expanding screws 
of a rack. She felt torn apart inside, jellied and quivering. To escape 
seemed the only solution, to run away and hide and pray for forget- 
fulness— But Harry, with the instinct of an animal, solved her prob- 
lem with simple directness. He knew what the quivering meant, the 
taut reluctance, and he acted. 

Gradually she relaxed and lay back, her golden hair spread over 
the pillow, conscious of his affection, the sudden understanding that 
so bewildered her. 

He spoke to her softly and stroked her with his hand, and soon the 
painful tautness eased away, the jangling nerves grew quiet, and she 
closed her eyes, feeling warm and secure. 

It was good just to lie back and know that you were loved, that all 
the doubt and uncertainty had no reality, that your fear had been 
born of guilt. Now there was no guilt, no shame, no desire to break 
off, to run away and hide. Now, as with delicate fondness his lips 
sought forgiveness, as with dream-like response she rose to assuage 
the magnetic request, the uncertainty was no more, but only assur- 
ance, assurance of ultimate fulfillment remained, and she was happy. 

_ Harry waited, smiling to himself. It was ridiculous, the taking of 
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a woman; ridiculous in the sense that it was so simple. First there 
had to be the pain, the display of uncontrollable desire. For each was 
a goddess in her own right and had so to be treated. It had to appear 
that their attributes were more wonderful, more irresistibly tempting 
than anything the entire race of woman could offer. So then you were 
violent, greedy for their unparalleled possessions. And then, as the 
. goddess became a mortal, ashamed and remorseful, then came the 
delicate plea for. forgiveness, the gentle, affectionate encroachment 
that would engender a response more shattering than the original. 

She seemed to unfold: before his eyes like a lovely rose, petal by 
petal, and Harry revelled in his good fortune. Bregthlessly, as his 
lips did homage to her beauty, she asked for greater homage, holding 
her to him, savoring of the stabbing, dancing flame that started 
rivulets of fire coursing through her veins. 

Sighing, she reached out to him, and in the darkness of her own 
making, sought the affirmation of her senses. There was wonder in it, 
and beauty too, beauty of such compulsion that it seemed she was 
being loved for the first time. 

She was bound to him forever, and nothing could eyer change it. 

The full realization came to her some hours later, when she found 
Roger waiting for her in the once elegant Fifth Avenue house; and 
standing beside him, her lovely face still showing signs of Harry’s 
cruelty—was Rita. 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


THERE WAS A GLASS in Roger’s hand. It was the first thing Sheila 
noticed. She had contrived to take the shock of seeing Rita with 
studied calm, but the sight of Roger drinking unnerved her. Yet she 
managed to maintain the appearance of composure with admirable 
control. 

There wasa look of triumph on Rita’s face, of distorted satisfac- - 
tion, but Sheila walked right past her and took the glass from Roger’s 
hand. His eyes were bloodshot but unusually steady. He was not quite - 
drunk. 

When he spoke it was with a kind of hopelessness, and Sheila felt 
sorry for him. 

“Rita couldn’t wait to bring me the bad news,” he said. He walked 
behind the big Credenza table and faced her, leaning upon the pol- 
ished surface with his fingertips. When Sheila returned his gaze 
without speaking, he said, “Let me give you a word of advice, my 
dear. Before you leave me to live with Harry Joyce, I insist that you 
think it over. You must be sure that he loves you.” 

Rita laughed harshly. “Oh, he loves her all right. He’ll go on loving 
her just so long as he believes he’s hurting you. And me. That’s the 
way Harry gets his pleasure: By hurting people. You ruined your 
life by letting him hurt you, but I don’t bruise so easily.” The laugh 
spiralled upward, unsteadily. “Harry knows me for what I am, that’s 
why I’m still around, while the others—” she broke off, snapping her 
fingers disdainfully, and Sheila grew sick inside. The two women 
that had preceded Rita were dead, while she— 

“Silly as it sounds,” she went on, telescoping her fingers into a 
painful knot, “I came to Roger only because I feel sorry for him, 
because I want to help him.” As Sheila stared, she went on, laughing 
again, “Incredible, isn’t it? You’d think, after what I’ve done to him, 
that I didn’t care a hoot in hell about what happened to him, but 
only myself.” The smile faded from her lips and she said, “That isn’t 
true, Sheila. I was never any good for Roger. From the very begin- 
ning, I was no good for him. I knew he married me for my money 
even though he kept denying it. I knew about Diller’s niece and I 
never forgave him for loving her. I tried to block his career at every 
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step, and when he began to succeed in spite of my opposition, I 
brought him low by openly having an affair with his most notorious 
client—Harry Joyce.” 


Sheila, warily tense, lighted a cigarette and moved to the window. 


She turned to Rita and said, “Very touching, I’m sure. But what has 
it got to do with Harry and me? How long after I tell you that I 
won’t give Harry up are you going to try to scratch my eyes out?” 

Rita ignored her question. “You’re a fool if you leave Roger for 
Harry! Roger is on his way up. He'll be a big man again, and he 
needs you. Think of it a minute. You’ve come up from nothing, from 
heaven only knows what beginnings, to latch yourself on to a man 
who from any way you want to look at it should be quite beyond 
your reach—and you’ve reached him. Harry is a thug and can offer 
you nothing but misery. I can take his kind of cruelty because I have 
a fortune to fall back on, But you—what will you do after he throws 
you back into the gutter?” 

“PI think about that when it happens.” 

Roger looked longingly at his glass but didn’t touch it. He walked 
to where Sheila was standing, his florid face pale with.emotion, and 
took her hand, turning it over fondly, with a motion that was some- 
how pathetic. “I was afraid that it wouldn’t last,” he said. “All my 
life it’s been that way. Having conquered my own great weakness, I 
stand helpless before the weaknesses of others. Sheila—” 

She drew her hand away, forcing herself to look into his pleading 
eyes. “Stop feeling sorry for yourself,” she said. “ve done what I 
could for you but now it’s over. If you think you can make me stay 
by putting on the sympathy act, you’d-better forget it and try some- 
thing else. You haven’t been drinking as much as you want me to 
believe. How stupid do you think I am, anyway? Rita cquldn’t have 
been here longer than three hours. You went to pieces quite easily, 
didn’t you?” 

He flushed deeply, but remained silent. 

“Why don’t you ask Rita to stay with you and help? You still care 
for her and you can’t deny it. If you didn’t you would have divorced 
her a long time ago. What good will it do me, living with you while 
you still have a wife? Where’s the percentage in that?” 

He regarded her intently. “Will you stay with me if I promise to 
divoree her?” 

It was Sheila’s turn to stare. “I don’t get it,” she said. “If you were 
any kind of man at all, you would throw me out without bothering 
tna 

“But I’m not any kind of man, Sheila. I need you. I didn’t divorce 
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Rita because she would have married Joyce, and I refused to give 
her that satisfaction. But all that is changed now. You have only to 
say the word—” 

She turned from him. “I can’t stand a begging man! Haven’t you 
any pride? Any sense of—of decency?” 

“All I have is my need of you. Think, Sheila, think! You’re only 
another woman to Joyce, somebody to be had because of what you 
mean to me! If I showed him that I didn’t care he’d drop you in a 
minute!” 

“I don’t believe it!” she cried, and swung around to face him. 
“You say he hates you! Why? For what fantastic reason has he made 
it his life’s work to ruin you? Both of you are lying because it suits 
your purpose, and I refuse to listen any more!” 

Roger slipped his hands into the pockets of his dressing gown 
with a gesture of resignation. “TIl tell you why he hates me,” he said 
quietiy. “He has a brother. And I put his brother where he rightfully 
belongs, where he’s not free to harm anyone. In the asylum.” 

Sheila looked stunned. “In—the—asylum?” she repeated dully. 

“Yes, Sheila. In the asylum. Just where Harry himself belongs. 
I got him off the hook from two murder charges but when I had his 
brother put away he never forgave me. That’s why he took Rita, why 
he made a wreck of my life. And that’s why he-wants to take you.” 
He turned away, head bowed, his handsome profile set with dejection. 

Sheila didn’t know what to say. She stood there, staring at him, 
the blood pounding in her head. Tiny beads of fear, like water drip- 
ping from a leaking vessel, seeped into her consciousness. She turned 
to Rita, and saw her strange, secret:smile. 

“Think it over, Sheila,” Rita said. “You’re safe here, with Roger. 
He’ll make a lady out of you. He won’t have to rob to keep you, like 
Jimmy Poulos, or feud with other criminals, like Harry. You’ve just 
about reached the top. Don’t jump into the pit because Harry thrills 
you, because of the strength of his passion.” She fingered her face 
significantly, still smiling. “You saw what he did to me. Are you 
prepared to take the same punishment? Does his body mean so much 
to you that you’d sacrice your beauty just to have him?” 

Sheila remained silent, her hands pressed heavily to her bosom. 
Faint patches of purple showed under her eyes, telltale shadows 
reflecting her brush with passion. 

Roger was watching her now, and seemed to read her PrN 
“There’s no telling,” he said slowly, “when Harry’s violence will get 
beyond control. Rita has been very fortunate so far. But then he had 
to hold her to keep hurting me.” He paused, looking at her intently. 
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“Tf you replace her as his mistress, Sheila, he won’t have any reason 
for not indulging his sadistic cruelties the whole way. On you rests 
the fate of all of us. My career is in your hands, and Rita’s life. 
Harry’s too, perhaps. You can best serve yourself, and all of us, by 
remaining with me. I think,” he ended haltingly, “that on this appeal 
alone, you should reconsider.” 

But the creeping fear that had momentarily stayed her resolution 
faded as Roger ended his long speech. It was too pat, she thought, too 
well thought out, to be sincere. 

A sardonic smile rose to her lips, and she said, “You’ve made a 
rather brilliant summation of your case against Harry Joyce, Roger, 
but I’m not a jury and I have no intention of judging his motives. 
All that matters right now is that he wants me and I want him. When- 
ever he’s ready to have me move in I'll leave you, Roger. That’s my 
summation of the situation. And as for you, Rita—” she broke off, 
tossing her golden hair disdainfully, “you can try your damnedest, 
but it won’t do you any good. I’m going to make Harry forget that 
you ever existed; I’m going to show him that there’s only one woman 
in the world as far as he’s concerned—and that woman is myself.” 

They watched in the pressing silence as she sauntered past them, 
her bold beauty flaunting her mockery with bouncing disdain. 

She stood at the door, listening, as she closed it behind her, but 
no sound came from the room beyond. 

In the dim hours of the night, as she lay flat on the bed, thinking 
of Harry, she heard the stumbling footsteps, the weaving shuffle of 
a man in his cups, ascend the stairs, navigate the hall, and stop 
in front of her door. 

She saw the knob turn, heard the rasping breath of Roger as he 
realized that the door had been locked against him. He called her 
name, but she didn’t answer. 

After a period of interminable listening, during which his heavy 
breathing could be heard, and nothing else, the stumbling steps 
sounded once again, receding, and Sheila settled back to dream of 
Harry. She pressed the light switch, smiling to herself. She had found 
the love of her life, and he was going to be hers, for as long as she 
could hold on to him. It was too good to be true. Suddenly, things had 
become simple. Before her stretched a vista of endless happiness, 
the kind of fulfillment that was the dream of every woman... . 

But Roger had other plans for her. The stumbling, drunken shuf- 
fle ceased as soon as he entered his room. His eyes were clear and 
there was a smile on his face. A smile that would have turned her 
heart to ice, could she have seen it. ; 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 


SHE MOVED OUT of the house the following week, and into a mid- 
town hotel. Harry was not quite ready for her but she could no longer 
stand the sight of Roger, who had taken up his old ways again. Little 
Sam was heartbroken. He tried desperately to bring him around, 
wringing a promise from Sheila to return, should she find herself 
friendless and alone, regardless of the circumstances. 

“Nothin’ is certain in this world,” he told her, regretfully taking 
her bags. “Especially when you come up against a guy like Harry. 
Maybe you can hold him. I don’t know. But what I do know is that 
you're takin’ an awful chance. From ordinary guys a dame can pack 
up and leave, like you’re doin’ with Roger. I only hope that you'll 
be able to walk out on Harry when the time comes. Two of them 
didn’t—and that’s what you should never forget.” 

Sheila wasn’t even listening. She nodded absently, leaving the 
shabby old house—and Roger—who was too dazed and unhappy to ~ 
be present, locked in his room, making the all too familiar sounds 
with glass and bottle. 

He had been good to her, but she had been good to him too, she 
thought, taking one last look at the shabby limestone front before 
the cab pulled away. She owed him nothing. 

But it wasn’t easy to forget a man who had been her intimate, her 
dependent, for even the comparatively short period that they had 
lived together. Roger wasn’t a nonentity. He was a brilliant, cultured 
man, and his impress would always be upon her, regardless of the 
course she took, the life she chose to lead. He had been kind and 

gentle and adequate as a lover; he had treated her as his equal. What 
oe could she have asked of bine? She could have been moderately 
happy, providing Harry hadn’t come into her life. But Harry had. 

She grew progressively light-hearted as the cab neared the hotel. 
She was glad she was rid of Roger and his cloying weakness, rid of 
Jimmy and Mike and all the men who had wanted her only for their 
own pleasure. With them she had never touched the heights, but in 
Harry’s arms— The very thought of it made her head spin, and she 
leaned back, reliving the glorious, ecstatic hours, gripped with an 
impatience, a yearning, that left her weak and trembling. 
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With a show of restraint, a strength of abstention that she could 
hardly believe she possessed. Sheila settled in the modest suite and 
waited for Harry’s call. She put off her shopping, the many things 
she had planned to do, and sat by the phone, trying to concentrate 
on the cheap novel she had picked up from a reprint rack. 

The hours passed; she had a hurried meal in the hotel dining- 
room, returning to her room promptly, but still no call. Towards ten 
o’clock that evening she could contain herself no longer and called 
Harry’s number. 

Rita answered. 

After a silence that was fraught with dynamite, Sheila demanded, 
“Get off the phone and let me talk to Harry!” 

The hateful little laugh came to her over the wire. “I’m afraid 
it’s quite impossible, Sheila. Harry isn’t here. He’s away on business.” 

“You’re lying! He was supposed to be back in town today! He 
told me so himself. He told me where to stay so he could get i in touch 
with me. I’ve been here since early this morning” 

“Oh, you poor dear! I feel so sorry for you!” 

Sheila grew speechless for a moment, sputtering into the mouth- 
piece venomously. “Don’t you get wise with me, you society tramp! If 
Harry isn’t there I want to know where he is, and what you’re doing 
in the apartment in the first place!” 

The mockery in Rita’s voice stung with subtle emphasis. “Why 
Sheila, I thought you knew! He’s tearing the place apart, just for 
you. He knows how sensitive you are. Everything is being redone, so 
that when you move in there won't be the slightest reminder of his 
past loves to upset you. Everything is going, even the big, lovely bed! 
Aren’t you thrilled? He thought it would be such a surprise! And 
so touching, really!” 

“Now listen to me, Rita. I know all about it, because it was my 
idea in the first place! Stop being cute and let me speak to him!” 

“But [ve just told you, dear—” 

“All right then, if that’s the way ‘ou want to play it! If you don’t 
tell me where I can find him I’m coming over there to beat it out 
of you! You’re holding something back from me! You’re—” 

Rita started to laugh but the laugh faded away and another voice 
cut in. A familiar, masculine voice. Harry’s voice. 

“Sheila? What’s the matter? I told you I'd get in touch with you. 
I just got back tonight. Get yourself a little shut-eye and call me in 
the mornin’. If I got time IIl see you.” 

She jerked back from the phone as if he had reached out to slap 
her. When she spoke her breath got caught in her throat and she 
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choked. “I’ve been waiting to hear from you all day! And now when 
I call Rita answers the phone, and you try to give me the brush-off! 
I’m not going to stand for this kind of treatment, Harry! I—” 

He cut her off sharply. “Stop yappin’! And don’t give me no talk 
about what you'll stand for and what you won’t! You're doin’ like 
I say or you can go back to Roger!” 

Sheila couldn’t believe her ears. She sat back, her face drained 

and working. 
- “Rita wasn’t suposed to be here but she has a key and I found her 
waitin’ when I came in,” Harry went on, “so there’s no sense in tryin’ 
to make a federal case out of it. Besides,” he added dryly, “she’s got 
good taste and I think she can help the decorator.” 

Sheila took a long, deep breath and said, “I’m coming over, Harry 
—tonight, and throw Rita out personally.” 

“You're startin’ to worry me, sweetheart. What’s the matter, no 
trust?” 

In the background, she could hear Rita laughing. She started to 
shake all over. “Harry, if you’re thinking of keeping Rita there for 
the rest of the night—” 

“You're talkin’ me into something. You better not say any more.” 

“Harry! Now you—” 

“Can it. I told you what I wanted you to do and you do it. So what 
if Rita-does stay here? She’s heen pretty good to me and there’s no 
reason why.I should make it tougher for her. You’re gettin’ what 
you want, so he decent to her.” He cut her off again as she started to 
protest, and said, with ominous humor, “You’re goin’ to find that 
I’m a peculiar guy. I enjoy watchin’ dames fight over me. If you 
want to do any hair-pullin’ come over tomorrow, when IIl be ready 
for it. But right now I want you to behave decent and go to bed.” 
He laughed then, making the sound of a kiss, and said, “Food night, 
sweetheart. Pleasant dreams.” 

After he hung up Sheila went to the bathroom, her legs feeling 
like rubber, and hung over the basin. Her eyes were red with tears, 
and her insides felt as if they weré turning upside dowm She waited, 
swaying with dizziness, but she couldn’t get sick. 

Painfully she dragged herself to the bed and fell down on it. 

So this was what she had let herself in for. The Great Love. The 
Grand Passion of her life. She started to laugh, but soon the grating 
laughter stopped and her throat was torn with sobs. 

As she lay on the bed Roger’s words came back to her, and fear 
came to take the place of frustration. I had him put away. In an asy- 
lum. Just where Harry himself belongs... 
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Could the sadistic drive of his passion be madness? Could the ex- 
traordinary powers which he possessed account for his distorted 
thinking, his calculated cruelties? 

She dragged herself erect, spent with emotion, and groped in her 
bag for aspirins. She found them and weaved unsteadily into the 
bathroom. She took the cap off the bottle and let the small white 
tablets drop into her palm. When they formed a little mound she 
raised the neck of the bottle and restored the cap. The water kept 
running and when it was cold enough she filled the glass and washed 
the tablets down two by two. 

She crawled back on to the bed and waited, arms flung wide. As- _ 
pirin always helped her and now she wanted to stop thinking, to 
slip into a senseless stupor, to bury her fears and frustrations in the 
grateful numbness that would soon creep over her. She had to still 
the endless rasping whispers, the sound of Roger’s voice as it pound- 
ed into her brain, stabbing her with fear, giving her no rest... 

For a moment her hands fluttered to her skin, over the satin 
smoothness Harry knew so well, the tempting firmness that had 
driven him to distraction. Fierce pride leaped within her like a liv- 
ing flame, dying out gradually as she drifted off to sleep, to the rest- 
less, burdensome state into which strangely distorted images crept, 
composite images of all the men she had known... 

The stars faded and daylight came; and pain began, pursuing the 
receding numbness with creeping stealth. 

Harry. The tears started to come again, followed by unreasoning 
anger. She showered and dressed hurriedly, foregoing breakfast, 
and flagged a cab, her mind a turmoil of unresolved thoughts as it 
took her towards Riverside Drive. 

The cab rolled to a stop and she got out, paying the driver without 
waiting for the change. The elderly man who ran the elevator started 
an aimless conversation which she crushed in the bud. 

When they reached the sixteenth floor she turned the sharp angle 
that led to Hgrry’s apartment and halted at the door. 

The door was open. 

She hesitated, gripped by a sudden fear. 

The foyer was empty. There were signs of the decorator’s visit. 
The walls had chalk markings. Everything seemed.out of place. 

She wanted to call out to Harry but she knew instinctively that 
there would be no answer. 

The bedroom door was shut tight. She pushed it back, her heart 
pounding in her throat, and looked inside. Her knees buckled. 

On the. floor, lying face down, was Harry. 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 


HE CAME TO only after she had dragged him to the bed and placed 
ice packs to his head. His face was bruised and discolered and the 
shoulder wound had bled. 

“Rita,”-he said. “She—came back with them—after I threw her 
out. They—beat me.” 

Sheila waited, still trembling with weakness, yet filled with a soar- 
-ing exultation which Harry’s sorry condition could not suppress. 
Rita was out of his life this time—for good. 

Harry’s battered lips started to move, and she heard him say, “I 
ain’t forgettin’ this. Maybe I shouldn’t of done—what I done. But 
Ill get her if it’s the last thing I do.” 

_ Cool fingers went to his cheek, to his tanned, uneasy brow. “TH 
get the doctor,” Sheila said. “He'll give you something for the pain.’ 

He took a short, gasping breath.“I guess—you better. My ribs feel 
—like they was kicked in.” He reached out when he saw the look of 
alarm on her face, and tried to smile. “Easy, baby. I’ll get over it. 
I—don’t have to tell you how tough I am.” She saw the smile fade 
then, and his lips come together grimly. “Rita’s goin’ to find that 

out, too. 

' He squeezed his eyes shut as a spasm of pain shot through him, 
and Sheila ran to the phone. She dialled the number as he told it to | 
her, and forty minutes later the doctor arrived, hurrying to the bed- 
room without as’ much as a glance at Sheila. He closed the door in: 
her face and remained with Harry the good part of an hour, and 
when he came out handed her a bottle of tablets and told her to give 
one to him every three hours, as required. 

“For the pain,” he said, and watched her with curiously expres- 
sionless eyes. He was a little man with a sallow complexion, and ex- 
cept for a hairpiece which sat crookedly on his head, was completely 
bald. 

“Tve taped him up,” the renegade doctor continued. “He’s got 
three broken ribs. If you can possibly get him to go away for a while 
it would do him a world of good.” He placed a floppy panama on his 
head but didn’t move away. “He’s a wonderful physical specimen. 
He’ll be completely whole in no time at all.” He hesitated, fiddling 
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with his watch chain. His eyes were on the floor now, studying the 
intricate pattern of the rug. “For the sake—of whoever did this to 
him—you’d better try to make him forget. And for his own salvation, 
too.” 

“Salvation?” The word sent a chill of apprehension down her back. 

The doctor kept looking at the rug. “This attack—has completely 
unsettled him. He needs unfailing attention—and devotion.” He 
sighed, fixing her with his colorless eyes. “I think you understand 
what I mean: Don’t let him out of your sight for a minute. Everything 
—may depend on it.” 

She followed him to the door. Before he left, he said, his gaze 
sweeping her in a most unprofessional manner, “I know you can 
keep him fully diverted. In Harry’s case, it has always proved to be 
the best remedy. Give me a call when you're ready to leave with him.” 

She tried hard to keep from being upset, blinding herself to the 
full import of the doctor’s words. To read something into them that 
was not there, to let Roger’s insinuations poison her mind with fear, 
_ would tend to raise a barrier that even the greatest love could not 
surmount. She had to stamp out the clinging doubt at once, with ut- 
ter disregard to the realities, or else— 

When Harry started in about Rita again she silenced him with a 
kiss. And told him that she was not moving in, but that the two of 
them were moving out. “I don’t care if the decorators take a year 
fixing this place. We’re going to leave the whole mess behind and 
just disappear from sight. And don’t you give me any arguments. Tm 
just beginning to find out what it is to be in love and I want to find 
out more—plenty mofe.” 

His fingers found the golden silk of her hair, twining about the 
strands, holding her lips to his even though it cost him dearly. As he 
let her up, he said, fighting for breath, “That’s the only argument 
TIl ever listen to.” His voice trailed off and he closed his eyes again, 
turning his cheek to the pillow. 

She watched his lips move, going suddenly tense at the fierceness 
of his whisper. “I’m a louse. A no-good louse! They should of killed 
me! They should of killed me!” 

“Harry, you mustn’t! Forget it! You’ve got to forget it!” 

“I built her up again, lettin’ her listen as I put the screws to you 
over the phone, and then—” He stopped. But he didn’t have to ex- 
plain. Sheila knew what he was trying to tell her. 

After a while he turned his head and looked up at her, a queer 
expression in his eyes. “She expected the double-cross. She was 
hopin’ it wouldn’t happen but all the time she was prepared for it. 
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That’s how those guys got nere so fast. She musta known it was the 
end between us. that this time I wasn’t layin’ it into her just for the 
laughs. And she had her move all planned, just like a general. She 
was goin’ to fix me so that I would never be good for anything. So 
she got to the phone while I was in the bathroom, and—” 

She took his hands in hers but he wouldn’t stop talking. “The 
dopes!” he said, and his voice was heavy with scorn. “They thought 
they were doin’ a good job on me! I put up enough of a scrap to let 
’em think so, but they must of been amateurs. They didn’t know 
how to use their feet. I knew how to cover up and they thought they 
hurt me for good!” His lip split open as he grinned up at her, and 
. blood appeared. 

And then it came back to her. The day Harry had forced himself 
into the house. The day he hit her and started her lip bleeding. And 
how he had kissed her, drawing on the wound. 

“When I heal up better,” she heard him saying, “I’m going to 
prove that they didn’t hurt me at all. Not the way they wanted to. 
And if I ever get to see Rita again—” His fingers closed like a vise, 
and Sheila cried out. $ 

The smile did not leave his face. But she could see that the bright- 
ness had left his eyes, that the drug was beginning’ to take effect. 
She sat there, patiently, and watched him fall to sleep, his fingers 
still curled tightly about her own. 

As the days passed and he grew progressively better, she complet- 
ed, by phone, all the necessary arrangements for a trip to Mexico— 
and beyond. It was a tour that would keep them away for the whole 
of the winter, away from Rita and Roger and all the ugly pressures 
that had disturbed and twisted their lives. © 

Harry objected violently at first, claiming that it would keep him 
from business—the business he refused to discuss with her but which 
she knew involved constant physical danger. For all his determina- 
tion, however, to carry on, he was forced to desist after several un- 
successful attempts to take up where he had left off. The beating had 
sapped his strength to a much greater ae than he cared to admit 
even to himself. 

Only once did he mention Rita by name, during the entire time it 
took to get back on his feet again, but Sheila could tell that he had 
not forgotten her, that the burning desire for retaliation still smoul- 
dered in his mind. 

Even after they were safely on the plane, winging towards Mex- 
ico, in the sudden bunching of his jaw muscles, or the spasmodic 
clenching of his fists, his thoughts revealed themselves, 
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But their first night in Mexico City drove the dream of violence 
from his mind, as the moon rode high in the skies and he became 
whole again. 

It was a night that was to live forever in her memory, a night that 
seemed to last for a thousand years, a thousand years of breathless, 
intimate contact, of rediscovery and realization, of hungry seeking 
and ultimate, endless finding. 

Harry was like a man reborn. The waiting was over, the pain, the 
helpless frustration. It was as if he were knowing Sheila for the first 
time, the quivering firmness of her, the eager, swelling tenderness 
that grew under his caresses, to seek his lips as if of their own accord, 
rising to him like tiny jets of flame. 

The very meaning of their existence resolved itself into the fusion 
of their beings, the tantalizing resistance, the drawing out of each 
ecstatic moment. The pausing, the waiting, the measuring, the sud- 
den bursting surges of spine-tingling awareness—on. such cunning 
devices did their passion grow, like a binding, strangling vine. 
They were enslaved by passion. 

Harry had never known a woman such as Sheila, and he had known 
many women. To him she was a never-ending revelation, a flaming 
lover who lived beyond the limits of imagination, half-woman, half- 
demon. 

Rita was but a half-remembered shadow, a silent, unreal figure, 
fading into the misty past like an actor glimpsed in an ancient news- 
reel. Harry rarely spoke of her, though the sudden tensions still ap- 
, peared, inexplicably, and Sheila saw that the old hatred had not died 
by any means. 

The old hatred had not died. It lived side-by-side with his present 
joy, with the greed, the insatiable lust for power. It was pleasant 
to drift, to enjoy the gleanings of his lawless enterprise, but Harry 
was not a drifter. His restlessness expressed itself in many ways, in 
little meaningless actions, and Sheila realized that their idyl would 
soon come to an end, that New York would know them once again. 

Harry made theedecision practically overnight. He offered no ex- 
planation, made no excuses. He wanted to go home—at once—and 
Sheila didn’t oppose him. 

They landed at LaGuardia Airport on a drizzling spring morning 
and taxied to the house on Riverside Drive, taking i in the familiar 
sights with unappreciative complacency. The city hadn’t changed 
much, and neither had they. Time had passed but the old problems 
remained. 

Everything was brought into sharp focus once again by the sim- 
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ple ringing of the telephone bell, by the shocking realization that 
the beautiful new apartment had played host to a hateful, familiar 
guest. 

Rita Bailey. 

Her clothes were in the closets, her picture on the dresser in the 
bedroom. 

But when Sheila listened at the ear-piece it wasn’t Rita’s voice 
that greeted her. It was Roger’s. ; 

And he said, “It’s so good to have you back. Would you mind hav- 
ing a visitor tonight? I know you’ve just arrived, but it’s really very 
urgent.” 

“I’m sorry. Not tonight, Roger. Some other time.” 

“T don’t think you can refuse, my dear. I’m not talking for myself, 
but for Jimmy. He’s been out on parole now, for two whole weeks.” 

Then he added, “I’ve been a very busy lawyer since you’ve been 
_ away,” and laughed softly, with just the slightest touch of malice. 


Ss 


CHAPTER NINETEEN 


HARRY WAS HARDLY PREPARED for what followed. Sheila was still 
talking to Roger, when somebody put a key in the door and swung 
it back. 

He had just reached the entrance to the foyer when he was met 
there by a man holding a gun. 

The man was unfamiliar but the gun wasn’t. Harry recognized it 
as the one he had carried on his first visit to Sheila, the gun she had 
shot him with. What he didn’t know was that Roger had found it 
in her discarded shoulder bag, and had turned it over to Jimmy, 
who was aiming it right between Harry’s eyes. 

“Put up your hands,” Jimmy ordered, “and stand next to my ever- 
lovin’ sweetheart.” His voice was coarse, edged witly venom. : 

The phone slipped from Sheila’s nerveless | fingers and dropped to 
the standard with a hard clatter. She took a step forward, calling 
Jimmy by name, but the gun swung her way and he snarled at her, 
his pallid face grotesquely distorted. “You tramp!” he rasped. “You 
two-timin’, lousy tramp! 1 could shoot you where you stand!” 

Harry studied him, smiling. “So you’re Jimmy Poulos,” he said. 
Quietly, in a deadly monotone, he went on, “Put down the gun, 
sucker. Harry Joyce don’t take this from punks.” 

Jimmy’s mouth twitched. “You'll take a bullet in the head if you 
don’t shut up! PI come to you when I get through with her. And 
when I get through with you it’s goin’ to be for permanent!” 

“Youre still a sucker,” Harry said, and kept smiling. 

The gun shook in Jimmy’s hand. It jerked crazily as Sheila stepped 
between them. “Get back!” he cried. “Get out of the way!” 

“No. You listen to me! You got to listen to me before you do some- 
thing crazy! Jimmy, put it down and listen to me!” 

The gleaming gun-barrel pointed like a steel finger, blue and 
deadly. Jimmy sucked in his breath noisily, like a man going down 
for the last time, and said, “So talk. But I’m tellin’ you right now 
that it won’t do you any good. I been cheated and tricked and nothin’ 
you can say will change that. When you get through talkin’ I’m goin’ 
to plug your boy friend, then you and me are takin’ a ride straight 
to hell, with the cops roarin’ on our tails!” 
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Sheila forced herself forward, her eyes congested with fear, her 
hands extended pleadingly. “You can’t blame Harry for something 


- that was my fault. I couldn’t help myself, Jimmy. I was lonely—and 


upset. It got worse all the time—thinking of you in jail—of how long 
it was going to be before I saw you again—” She was close to him 
now, so close that he struck her hands away. “Jimmy, think! Where 
could I go, what could I do? I couldn’t go back to the Wayside Inn, 
with your father hating me, with—” 

“Bailey was willin’ to keep you. He told me so himself.” 

“Bailey! But don’t you see—he’s the one who’s behind all this! 
He—” 

“Oh, sure!’ He spat the words out savagely. “Blame it all on some- 
body else! I suppose he forced you to play around with this guy, that 
he bought the tickets for your beautiful trip and chased you to the 
plane with a gun in his hand!” He started to shout. “What kind of 
a jerk do you take me for? You just saw your chance of latchin’ on 
to big dough and you took it!” 

Harry laughed. “Why not, sucker? What did you expect her to 
do—get a job as a waitress and wait five years for you in some stinkin’ 
hole in the wall? Did you really expect her to do that when all she ` 
had to do was to wiggle her fanny and have dozens of Johnnies willin’ 
to lay it on the line just to have her? Act your age, Jimmy!” 

Sheila caught the flare of fury that rose in Jimmy’s eyes and braced 
herself as he tried to push her to one side. She flung her arms about 
him and he fell back, striking her with the back of his hand to free 
himself from her grasp. 

Harry took a lunging step forward but the muzzle was pointing 
right at his chest, and he stopped. Tight-lipped, he saw the fingers 
grow white over the gun-butt, and waited for the shot. But Jimmy 
didn’t shoot. He moved away from Sheila, who was kneeling at his 
feet, and ordered her to get up. 

Harry was pale now, and sweating. He tried to show that he wasn’t 
scared, but death had been only a split second away, a fraction of 
pressure on the trigger— 

He kept his hands up and said, still smiling, “Stop thinkin’ about 
what happened and clear the fog out of your brain. You don’t have 
to kill me to get what you want. Sheila’s a good kid but no dame is 
worth the hot seat. We can settle all this without any of us gettin’ 
hurt.” 

Jimmy glared at him. “Are you kiddin’? I suppose I was laughin’ 
fit to bust when I found out what she did to me! Sure, I thought it 
was all a great big joke!” His lips grew tight across his face, forcing 
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the veins in his neck. “I went to the can because she wanted a lot of 
money, because she got a taste of easy livin’! I took the rap because 
I was crazy about her, because I thought she felt the same way about 
me!” He paused, and his voice dropped ominously. “It didn’t take 
her long to forget me, to jump into bed with the first guy who held 
out a bag of dough. And that guy was you.” 

The gun-barrel moved, and Harry followed it with his eyes: Sweat 
was trickling down the small of his back, and his legs felt like wooden 
stumps. He saw Sheila get up without for a moment taking his eyes 
off the gun. “You still don’t get what I mean, Jimmy.” He looked at 
her then, and from the expression that flitted across her face he saw 
that she understood. He waited. 

“No,” Sheila repeated, “he still doesn’t get what you mean. And 
I don’t think he ever will. Because he’s a blind fool who can only 
feel for himself but for nobody else.” She turned away with a toss 
of her head, and the long, golden waves seemed to dance in the sun- 
light. The drizzling rain had stopped, and now each windowpane 
was dotted with shimmering, prismatic globules. 

Jimmy saw nothing but the smiling man in front of him, the love- 
ly, provocative back ‘of Sheila, and the very thought of what she had 
once meant to him turned his stomach to stone. If only he could 
turn back the clock, go back to the time when Sheila lived only for 
him, when, at the slightest touch of his fingertips, she— 

He seemed to shrivel up inside, thinking of it. But it was no good. 
She was a two-timing tramp and no matter how much pleasure she’d 
given him, no matter how happy they’d been, he could never for- 
give her for letting him down. She had forgotten so easily, while 
every second of the time he was in jail he’d eaten his heart out, 
thinking of her! 

The back of his eyeballs started to ache, and he kept thinking, 
hardly seeing the man in front of him. If they could only reach back, 
if they could only— 

But Sheila was talking now. She was standing by the window, her 
hair like a golden halo around the lovely face, her lustrous, plead- 
ing eyes reaching into the past, raising the veil for one poignant mo- 
ment as they read each other’s thoughts. 

“The gun,” he heard her say. “Did you think you needed a gun 
to take me away from Joyce? Bailey sent you up to kill him because 
he hates Harry, because Harry stole his wife and he wants to see him 
dead. But that has nothing to do with us—with you, Jimmy, and me. 
Maybe I am just what you say, a lying, two-timing tramp—and may- 
be I was just a weakling who couldn’t take it. You got to take me for 
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what I am, Jimmy. You expected me to go right on as if nothing had 
happened, as if losing the man I loved shouldn’t have broken me 
down, made me easy pickings for the first strong guy who came 
along. You made me out'to be something I wasn’t and now you feel 
like killing because you were wrong. You were wrong, Jimmy, and 
not me, not Harry.” ~ 

His glance went from Joyce to Sheila, bitterly. “Yeah, I was wrong 
all right, but not the way you’re sayin’ it! Double talk! You're givin’ 
me nothin’ but double talk, but I ain’t fallin’ for it!” 

Harry shook his head, sighing. “Maybe you’d listen closer if you 
went into the bedroom and saw what was in there. Maybe you’d see 
that this little vacation I had with Sheila was the beginnin’ and the 
end of our friendship.” He paused. “Sure, I know it sounds screwy, 
but if you do like I say you’II find Rita Bailey’s picture on my dresser, 
and her clothes in my closets. Does that look to you like Sheila and 
I were thinkin’ of anything permanent? And does that give you a 

” he added slowly, “for puttin’ down that gun and actin’ sen- 
reason,” he a y, p g 
sible?” 

Sheila linked her fingers painfully and started to cross the room. 
Jimmy grew taut as he saw her coming towards him, and motioned 
with the gun ever so slightly. But his eyes were bleak now,’ dead 
with burnt-out anger. He started to say something but she spoke 
simultaneously, and he stopped. 

“My bags are still at the airport,” she said. “If you want me to go 
with you all you have to do is lift up the phone and tell them where 
you want them sent.’ 

Jimmy watched her in the growing silence. He drew a deep breath 
then, and said, “Maybe Pm ‘stupid, but Pò» waitin’ to hear more. 
What are you tryin’ to tell me?” 

She started towards him again but now he didn’t stop her. Her 
eyes were bright with the soft, familiar light, and she said, just 
above a whisper, “It’s not too late, Jimmy. Not for us. That’s what 
I’m trying to tell you. You were gone but now you're back and that’s 
all I have to know. I’ve always loved you, Jimmy. Maybe I was weak 
and stupid but I never stopped loving you. I had to go on living and 
there was no other way I knew how. If—you can believe that—if you 
could try to forget—” 

Harry lowered his hands and Jimmy didn’t say a word. “I still 
want you to look into the bedroom,” Harry said. “I don’t think you'll 
need any more proof than that. And if you come back some time to- 
night you'll find Rita in there with me.” He folded his arms and 
looked right into Jimmy’s eyes. “If you still want to be a sucker you 
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can pull that trigger, but when they fasten those wires to your arms 
and shave the top of your head it ain’t goin’ to have the same feel as 
puttin’ your lips to Sheila’s.” 

“Shut up! You ain’t worryin’ about me! You’re worryin’ about 
your own skin! You’re a lousy yellow dog and now Sheila can see you 
for what you are!” He sneered. “A fine guy she picked out to stay 
with!” He swung to her, the rage rising within him. “Don’t it make 
you feel good, to find out that you’re just another dame to him?” 

She didn’t even bother to look at Harry. “I don’t give a damn what 
he thinks of me. He can’t hurt me, no matter what he says. When 
are you going to understand that?” Her lips were trembling now, 
and she cried, “What must I do to make you understand—fall on my 
knees and beg you to shoot me? Maybe it would be the best thing 
for me after all! Then I’d be dead and I wouldn’t feel anything—I 
wouldn’t feel cheap and scummy and unfit to live— Maybe then I 
wouldn’t have to keep thinking about you and how much I loved 
you and what a lousy, hopeless mess I made of things!” 

He watched as she walked to the table and picked up her bag. 
There were no more tears but her face was ravaged with emotion, 
her eyes two dark patches against the smooth, pale skin. She turned 
to Harry, and said, “I’m walking through that door and I’m never 
coming back again. Whatever Jimmy does to you, I’m never coming 
back. He can shoot me as I walk out, but I don’t care. 

Jimmy made no move to stop her. The gun was still in his hand, 
and with dream-like reaction he raised it and pointed it at her back. 

Harry stood rooted to the spot. For the first time in his life his re- 
flexes failed him. He stood there, waiting to see the yellow spurt of 
flame leap from the muzzle, hear the sharp crack of the report—and 
watch Sheila crumple to the floor. 

Jimmy pushed the gun out at arm’s length, breathing in short 
staccato gasps, and squeezed the ‘butt. 

Nothing happened. 

His arm dropped as if it had been chossped off at the shoulder, 
and he ran to Sheila, crying her name over and over again. 

They embraced just inside the- door, hungrily, their lips greedy 
for the feel of each other, locked limb-in-limb.. 

Sheila started to cry again and Jimmy kissed away the tears, hold- 
ing her, whispering her name over and over again. 

They went out, still clinging to each other, and as the door closed 
behind them Harry pursed his lips wryly and shrugged. He looked 
at the blank panels, his shaking hands jammed into his trouser 
pockets, and murmured, scornfully, “Sucker!” 


CHAPTER TWENTY 


THEY WERE together, savoring of the sweet breathlessness that only 
lovers know, the sweet breathlessness that comes with requited pas- 
sion, when the friendly darkness was shattered by repeated blows 
against the door. 

They jerked erect, clutching at each other in the heated gloom, 
tense with fright and foreboding. Instinctively as Jimmy swung his 
legs to the floor, Sheila pulled the sheets to her shoulders. 

As he groped im the dark for his robe, struggling to slip it on, the 
pounding came again and a loud voice cried, “Open up! Open up!” 

The illuminated hands of the clock showed that it was three on 
the dot, and Jimmy, angrily replying, padded to the door. “What’s 
the matter? Who the hell are you and what do you aner 

“House detective!” the rough voice cried. “Open up! The manager 
wants to talk to you!” 

“Let him talk some other time! What the hell are you wakin’ us 
up for? Don’t you know what time it is?” 

“I said open up, wise guy! Are you goin’ to open up or must I use 
the pass key?” z 

Jimmy returned to the bed and turned the lamp on. The room 
flickered dimly in the weak light, and he whispered fiercely, helping 
Sheila cover up, “If this is one of Joyce’s gags I’m goin’ right back 
tonight and blow his head off! I know what he’s up to! He thinks 
we got the gun, that he can have me picked up for violatin’ my pa- 
role! PI fix him! PH—” 

“Hey, you in there! I’m givin’ you the last warning! 

“All right, all right! Hold your horses! I’m comin’!” He squeezed 
Sheila’s shoulder reassuringly, and said, “They won’t have to see 
you. I'll step out into the hall.” 

But when he opened the door the burly detective pushed him to 
one side and two other men came right in at his heels. One was a 
-uniformed policeman. 

“This must be them,” the house detective said. “Mr. and Mrs. 
_ James Poulos. At least that’s the way the register reads.” 

The second man, who was unmistakably a plainclothes officer, 
reached into his pocket and came out with the familiar leather case. 
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He had a hard face and Jimmy realized it would be useless to argue. 
The officer pointed to the bed and said, “Get yourselves dressed. 
You’re wanted at headquarters.” 

Jimmy moved back to where Sheila was sitting and put his arm* 
around her. “Easy, honey. It ain’t nothin’ at all. They must of got 
us mixed up with two other people. It won’t be nothin’ at all, you'll - 
see.” 

“That’s what you think, brother,” the policeman said, and the 
other two laughed. : 

He was trying to put up a brave front but Sheila could feel the ` 
trembling of his arms. She felt sorry for him, looking at his pale 
face, seeing the corners of his mouth twitch. She felt sorry for him, 
but he had had his round, and now Harry was getting back at him. 

It couldn’t be anything else, she thought, trying hard not to show 
her elation. It had been quite an ordeal, lying in’ his arms, letting 
him make love to her, when all the while she was dead inside, not 
caring what he did to her, thinking only of Harry. 

Not that Jimmy had changed. He was still the fervent, demanding 
lover, but he no longer stirred her. Only for one fleeting moment, 
when his avid lips-searched in the old, familiar way, when he lost 
himself in passion, and found her slipping from him—only then did , 
he rise beyond himself, brooking no denial. 

But it would never be like it was before, it would never be the 
same. Jimmy would possess her again and again, she knew, but then 
the time would come when Harry would be ready and she would re- 
turn to him. She had saved Harry from his violence and that was all 
that mattered. ` 

She looked at herself as the men waited outside and used her 
hands lovingly, laughing as she thought of Harry’s cleverness. She 
would be with him maybe within a few hours, and then— Her hands 
did what he would do and she drew in her breath sharply. Then with 
guilty haste she finished dressing and the men came in and searched 
the room while Jimmy pulled on his clothes. 

They took them to the station house in a squad car and when they 
were led into the sparsely furnished room in the back they saw 
Harry there, and he looked like he was ready to die. 

Sheila felt her knees go weak and Jimmy grabbed her to keep her 
from falling. ú 

The detective who was evidently in charge came over to them 
and said, “We want you to tell us.what you know about this man.” - 
He waited for them to speak, but Sheila just kept staring at Harry, 
stunned into speechlessness. 
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Jimmy started to say something but suddenly the realization came 
to him that if he told the truth he would be held for violating his 
parole. 

The detective*seemed to be a patient man, and got the circum- 
stances of their pick-up from the men who had brought them in. 
Then he turned to Sheila and said, “Yesterday morning you flew 
in from South America with Harry j oyce, where he says you stayed 
with him over the winter. You lived with him as man and wife but 
the very first day you come back you leave him and go off with this 
man. We would like to have you explain how this happened.” 

Sheila squeezed her eyes shut, then slowly opened them, staring 
at Harry with a kind of helpless dread. Then she said, hardly recog- 
nizing her own voice, “Harry, what did you do? Why are we here?” 

The detective hung one leg on the edge of the crude deal table and 
said,“He just killed a woman and we’re trying to find out the reason.” 

The silence fell upon them with the weight of a trip-hammer. 

The detective smiled frostily and took out his penknife, opening 
the blade and tossing it into the table. “The woman he killed was 
Rita Bailey,” he said. “We found her dead in his bed with finger- 
marks on her throat.” 

Sheila let out a cry and slumped in Jimmy’s arms. They helped 
her to a chair and brought a glass of water. Harry Joyce tried to 
reach her but they dragged him away and pushed him back into his 
chair. 

At a signal from the man they later found out was Captain Riggs, 
Jimmy was separated from Sheila and brought to a far corner of 
the room. 

Riggs tapped Jimmy on the shoulder and said, “You better start 
talking, Jimmy. We know who you are. If you don’t want to be sent 
back to serve out your term you got to co-operate with us.” 

Jimmy felt himself go cold all over. “But I don’t know nothin’ 
about it!” he cried. “Honest I don’t!” 

“Come again, Jimmy. We know you went up to his apartment to 
take Sheila away from him. You two were old flames and the stretch 
you were doin’ was because you wanted to keep her in style. You 
hated Joyce. Even though we know Sheila went with you, we don’t 
know whether you didn’t frame this whole thing. We picked up 
Joyce at a bar, drunk. He’s still drunk from what I can see, but that 
don’t matter at the moment. The woman seemed to be living in his 
apartment but he says she wasn’t. Now tell me what happened yes- 
terday morning. Was there anything said about Rita Bailey while 
you were wrangling over Sheila?” 
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Jimmy told them. He told them everything except that he was 
carrying a gun, and the detectives listened intently. The plain- 
clothesman kept writing in his book as Jimmy talked. - 

Captain Riggs stroked his chin thoughtfully, glancing across the 
room at the back of Harry’s head as Jimmy completed his statement. 
“So he told you to come up and see for yourself that Rita would be 
staying with him. Sweet. That sounds real sweet.” 

They started over to question Sheila but just as Riggs was shaking 
his fat finger at her the door opened and Roger came in. A police- 
man had him by the arm. “This guy says he’s Jimmy Poulos’ lawyer. 
He says—” : 

Riggs cut him off. “Hello, Bailey,” he said. He walked over to 
Roger and studied him intently. Then he put out his hand and said, 
“Sorry about your wife.” 

Roger was pasty-faced and his eyes were bloodshot, as if he had 
just gotten over crying. “They called me up,” he began waveringly, 
“and told me—” 

The big hand went to his shoulder. “Yeah. We had to let you 
know. We found her smashed up picture on the floor, and—” 

“Thank you, Captain. It—it’s been such a terrible shock. Even 
though we’ve been separated for years—” 

“I know. Here, take a load off your feet.” He wagged his hand 
and a chair was brought over. He stood over Roger then, his hands 
stuck into his pants’ pockets, and said, “Thanks for tippin’ us off 
about the kids. It made it easy for us to find them.” He shifted un- 
easily, from one foot to the other. “I renegged a little on my promise 
to you. I asked Jimmy a few questions. And got some interesting an- 
swers. Nothing damaging, though, not to himself or Sheila.” 

Roger took out his handkerchief and blew his nose. “You know 
the law, Captain. You shouldn’t try to bend it your way. But as long 
as you’re satisfied with their answers—” 

“Let’s drop it for a minute. I need a little help from you. You know 
something of Joyce’s background.” He looked down at.his big feet. 
“T guess you made it your business to find out, a long time ago. You 
sprung him twice, from almgst the same kind of rap. Think he can 
get away with it again?” 

Roger placed his arms along the wooden length of the chair and 
asked, very softly, “What-evidence have you got against him? Can 
you prove that he—that he—” . 

“Open and shut,” Riggs said. “Look at him there. So loaded he 
can hardly talk. Says he sopped it up because Sheila went off with 
Jimmy. But if you ask me he was just building an alibi for himself. 
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Non compis mentis, or something like that. You know what I mean. 
Too drunk to remember anything, he says.” 

“No alibi. That’s no alibi at all!” 

Riggs permitted himself a little laugh. “You're. telling me. Got 
any idea why he killed your wife, Bailey?” 

“No. Except—except that he might have blamed her for Sheila 
going off with Jimmy. I think he gave Sheila to believe that he was 
through with Rita. But then she came back and saw Rita’s things 
in the apartment.” He gestured disconsolately. “And then it could 
be that the same thing happened to him that happened to his 
brother.” 

“You mean the guy who went off his rocker?” 

ON ed: 

Riggs nodded reflectively. “Could be. Looks like he’s our man all 
right, no matter how you look at it. Thanks for your help, Roger.” 

Bailey got up. He took the proffered hand and said, “Pd like to 
take Jimmy and Sheila with me. Are they free to go?” 

“Sure thing! I know you won't let them_run out on us.” 

Sheila had only partly recovered from the shock, but she was sen- 
sible enough not to make a scene about Harry. She wanted to believe 
him innocent, but now all the peculiar things he did and said came 
` back to her as she sat there, especially his words about Rita, and it 
was hard not to think him guilty. Maybe Roger was right. Maybe he 
did kill Rita because she had come back, because she wanted to spoil 
it for him. And maybe too, just like the brother they had to put 
away, he—— . 

But he didn’t look mad, sitting there. He looked sick and in need 
of a friend. He needed a friend but everything and everybody was 
against him, and it seemed that this time he couldn’t beat the law. 

She turned away without saying a word to him and Harry just 
smiled and closed his eyes, letting his head sink to his chest. He 
seemed to know that he was li¢ked but it was unlike him not to put 
up a fight, and it killed her to see him like that., 

She let Bailey link his arm with hers, with Jimmy helping her 
from the other side, and they went out. Bailey had a cab waiting and 
took them back to the hotel. 

On the way to the run-down place Jimmy had chosen to stay 
Bailey told them that they were in the clear and had nothing to 
worry about. 

“As soon as this is over I’d like to see you kids get married,” he 
. said. “And if you decide to stay in New York, PII see what I can do 
‘about getting Jimmy a good job.” 
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Sheila sat in the dark corner of the cab and said nothing. Jimmy 
was pretty shaky from his ordeal, but now it looked as if he didn’t 
have a worry in the world. He felt like getting up and dancing. 

. When the cab stopped Bailey said to Jimmy, “Go up and get your 
things. You registered as man and wife and we’re going to have a 
little trouble about that, but I think Riggs will overlook it. Espe- 
cially now that he has Harry dead to rights. If he can get a convic- 
tion he'll be sporting a new title in a couple of months.” 

“Jimmy can stay where he pleases,” Sheila said suddenly, “but I 
don’t want any part of you or that house!” 

Her words brought Jimmy up with a jolt. Roger. didn’t let him 
press the point, but even after they found a different hotel and took 
separate rooms he couldn’t shake the feeling that Sheila was still 
loyal to Harry, that she didn’t believe him guilty. 

She had been wonderful to him tonight. It had been like old times. 
` The few hours he spent in her arms more than made up for all the 
anguish she had caused him. There was no other woman in the world 
like Sheila. Loneliness and hatred had dulled the memory. of what 
she was like, but he had only to touch her, to place his hands on her 
firm, straining flesh to know, in one electric second, that nothing else 
mattered but his possession of her, that her love was worth more 
than all the books, all the greatest music ever written. 

He had to keep her, no matter what. Let her believe what she 
would about Harry, but in the long run she would forget him, the 
memory would die even as Harry was going to-die, and then she 
would be fully his again, to hold forever. 

He sat up until the hazy dawn started to break, thinking of his 
future life with Sheila as he lounged against the headboard of the 
bed, drawing on his sixth cigarette. His eyes felt gritty and every 
bone ached, but he was happy. He would behave himself and not 
get into trouble with the police and after his parole was over he 
would be a free man; he would work like hell to get Sheila every- 
thing she wanted, to make her as happy as she would make him, and 
the world would be his, like a great big oyster. 

But it was when his key ring dropped to the floor as he draped his 
pants over the chair that he noticed there was something wrong. It 
came to him right away when he saw that the big key was missing. 

The key to the subway locker, in which he had hidden Harry’s gun. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 


SHEILA PUT THROUGH a call just before noon and told Jimmy to meet 
her near the boathouse in Central Park. She said she was going to 
Roger’s office because something important had turned up and she 
wanted him to be with her. 

He asked her about the gun and when she just didn’t answer cold 
fright ran through him and his stomach felt like somebody had 
kicked it. He forgot all about eating and just had some coffee and 
cigarettes, and when he got to the boathouse Sheila was already 
there, waiting for him. 

They walked around the edge of the lake in silence, Sheila look- 
ing as if she hadn’t slept a wink all night. Her face was drawn and 
there was a look in her eyes that Jimmy had never seen there before. 
He kept asking her questions and after a while she answered them. 

“I have the gun,” she said. “Iytook the gun because we might need 
it. Roger killed his wife and we’ve got to force him to confess.” 

They stopped near a bench and Jimmy pulled her down next to 
him. He had suspected all along that she was going to say this, that 
she believed in Harry’s innocence, but when the words actually 
passed her lips he listened with shocked surprise. 

“You got to let the police settle this!” he cried. “You heard what 
Riggs said. They got Harry dead to rights.” His lips grew hard. “Be- 
sides, I don’t like all this worryin’ about Harry. Forget him. We’re 
_ back together again, and as far as I’m concerned, I’m glad he’s out 
of the way.’ 

Sheila stared into the quiet waters of the lake, and said, “He’s in- 
nocent. And we can’t let an innocent man die.” 

“Now look, Sheila, for cripe’s sake—” 

“T know you don’t care about him and I don’t blame you. But if 
we let him go to the chair, knowing that he’s innocent—” She broke 
off, squeezing her folded hands between her knees, painfully. 

He reached out and took her arm. “All this has got you down. 
You’re fagged out, shakin’ with nerves. I know how you feel because 
I feel the same way. But let’s not get mixed up in any more trouble. 
I got a parole to protest—” 

She turned to him, fiercely. “Nobody’s asking you to do anything 
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wrong! All I want is to make sure! Roger hated Harry, just like he 
hated Rita and you, and all of us! He got you out because he thought 
you would kill Harry for him! Do you think it worried him whether 
you would get the chair or not?” 

Jimmy found it hard to contain himself. “Pipe down, will you? 
Do you want the whole neighborhood to hear us? What the hell 
have you got against Roger anyway? In my book he did everything 
to help us—” 

She pushed his hand away, angrily. “Sure! Just like he helped 
Harry’s brother to the asylum, like he made you take the rap by 
picking a judge who hated his guts!” She stared straight ahead, her 
face working. “It didn’t come to me until last night,” she said. “I 
got to thinking about everything that happened and all of a sudden 
it hit me! Harry didn’t kill Rita. I know it! I’m as sure that he didn’t 
as I am about you!” 

“Now look here, Sheila—” 

She grabbed his arm and cried, “I want you to keep quiet, and 
listen to what I have to say! Roger planned all this so he could re- 

_venge himself on them! Harry stole Rita from him and he never 
got over it! He landed in the gutter because he couldn’t take it, be- 
cause his career was built around her money and what she could 
do for him—” Jimmy moved impatiently but she silenced him with 
a gesture. She told him about Judge Diller’s niece. 

The effect upon Jimmy was slow in coming. As the magnitude of 
Roger’s duplicity dawned upon him he straightened up, his face the 
color of ashes. 

“He knew the kind of guy Harry was,” Sheila went on. “Right 
after you were sentenced he took me to a bar, the bar where Harry 
always hung out. I know because he said so right after he came over 
to us. He wanted Harry to see me. It was only later that I learned 
why Harry took Rita away from him. Because of his brother, because 
Roger made them put him away.” She paused, drawing in her breath 
noisily. “You got into trouble, and when I went to Roger for help 
we got caught right in the middle of the whole mess.” 

Jimmy put his fingers to his eyes and pinched them shut. It was 
crazy! The whole thing was crazy! If everything Sheila said was 
true— 

“Harry couldn’t wait to take me away from Roger,” he heard her 
saying. “He thought he was striking back at him but all the while 
it was happening just as Roger planned. Just like he got you out two 
weeks before I came back with Harry. Roger knew that Diller’s rul- 
ing would be questioned and that’s what helped get you off.” A 
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crooked smile came to her lips. “I can just imagine what he said to 
you about Harry. And you, all hopped up, thinking of how I had 
crossed you, let him force the gun on you!” 

Jimmy shook his head, glassy-eyed, like a fighter who has gone 
down for the count, stunned beyond thinking. 

“I don’t have to tell you the rest,” Sheila said bitterly. “Roger 
must have known that Rita moved back into the apartment. And 
when Harry went out to get drunk—” 

“A fall guy!” Jimmy whispered. “He tried to make me the fall 
guy! And all the time I was in the can I was thinkin’ of how he tried 
to help me!” ars 

Sheila’s hand crept over his, closing tautly. “I’m not saying that 
Harry is the best guy iñ the world. He’s been pretty lousy to a lot of 
people, mean and cruel and only thinking of, himself. But that’s no 
reason to let him take the rap for Roger. It wasn’t Harry who put 
you behind bars, Jimmy. And if Roger hadn’t deliberately taken me . 
to meet him he never would have gotten near me.” She leaned close, 
her voice trembling with urgency. “Even if it happened just the way 
Riggs says it did, we got to make sure. We got to make sure because 
of what Roger tried to do to us, because we know what he did to us—” 
_ “The lousy bum!” Jimmy said. “The lousy, rotten bum!” 

Sheila got up. “I’m going to his office. Now, before it’s too late, 
before the police beat a confession out of Harry!” She remembered 
the look on Harry’s face, the way he smiled, his head sunk on his 
chest, his silence, as they left him— She turned away so that Jimmy 
couldn’t read the expression in her eyes, see the trembling of her 
lips. She had to save Harry! She just had to! If they gave him the 
chair, if Roger got away with it, if Harry had to die— 

Jimmy was standing next to her, full of rage, thinking of how close 
he had come to shooting Harry. Sheila was right. He could see it all 
tiow, as clear as day. Roger was all prepared, too, to get at Harry 
another way— 

“I made up my mind,” Sheila said, “before I called you, that if 
you refused to go with me I would go alone.” Her fingers closed over 
the bag, and the significance was not lost upon him. 

He was sticking his neck out, but he had to go with her. It was 
wrong to take the gun, but now that she had it he had to be there 
to see that nothing happened, that her hatred of Bailey shouldn’t 
get the best of her. He sighed, unhappily. Some day he would have 
peace. Some day the nightmare would end and he would have Sheila 
to himself, but now there were things to do, scores to settle— 

They took the Fifth Avenue bus at the corner of One Hundred 
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and Tenth Street, and thirty minutes later they were in Roger’s of- 
fice, watching him across the top of his fancy new desk. 

There was a smile on his face as they entered, a smile that faded 
when Jimmy ignored his proffered hand and ordered him to sit down 
and listen. He seemed to suspect what was on their minds because 
he sat back warily, his eyes going from one to the other, keeping his 
hand a few inches from the telephone. 

“We want you to come down to headquarters with us,” Sheila said, 

“to get Harry out of the jam. Harry didn’t kill Rita and you know it. 
You made it look that way to suit your ends but we know he didn’t 
do it and we want you to tell Riggs who did.” 

The smile returned to his face but his eyes didn’t smile. He studied 
his polished nails for a moment, then looked*directly at Sheila and 
said, “Riggs thinks Harry murdered her and I agree with Riggs. And 
if you have any idea that you can hire me to defend him—” 

“Stop stalling, Roger.” Sheila had the bag in her lap, gripping it 
with white-knuckled fingers. “You know why we came. You killed 
Rita. You planned it that way. You started to figure it out the very 
night Sam took me to see you, when I told you about Jimmy.” 

He sighed, wearily. “Why don’t you just go away somewhere and 
try to forget about Harry? He was no good for you. He wasn’t good 
for anyone. He’s a dirty dog and he deserves to get everything that’s 
coming to him. You got Jimmy now. Don’t start giving him ideas 
about how you feel towards Harry. Do you want him to think: Sup- 
pose Harry beats the rap—suppose Sheila wants him to beat the rap 
because—” 

“Shut up! You know that isn’t true! Jimmy knows it isn’t true! But 
he does know the truth about you and Judge Diller, and how you 
tried to railroad him, how you sent him up for five years, preparing 
him to do the dirty work for you after you set me up with Harry!” 

He smoothed his sleek, white hair and leaned on the desk, his eyes 
faintly mocking. “It sounds like something you read in 4 book, Sheila. 
If you weren’t trying to make me out a murderer I'd find it very en- 
tertaining.” He tapped the phone with a slender forefinger. “Would 
you like to repeat your fantastic tale to Captain Riggs? I have no 
objection.” 

“PII use the phone after I get your confession, after you write 
down how you hated Rita and Harry because of what they did to 
you, and how you planned to get them both, using me and Jimmy for 
suckers!” 

Her words had no effect on him. “You can believe anything you 
like,” he said. “Maybe Harry didn’t kill Rita. But he’s going to burn 
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for it just the same. And that’s exactly the way I want it to be. 

Jimmy rose slowly to his feet. He saw the look on Sheila’s face and 
stepped in front of her, holding her in check with his arm. His lips 
were drawn tight against his teeth, and he said, “So you did kill her! 

-Then Sheila was right all along!” 

Bailey shook his head, the icy smile still on his face. “You're act- 
ing like a fool, Jimmy. Pull in your neck before it’s too late. Can’t 
you see see what’ s going on, what she’s trying to do? She doesn’t care 
about you. She wants Harry to be free, so she can go away with him 
again.” 

Jimmy cut the air with his hand, angrily. “Don’t give me that! I 
fell for that gag once, but you ain’t foolin’ me now, Bailey! Cute— 
you're bein’ real cute now, ain’t you? But this is the end of the line, 
shyster! The ride is over, and this is where you’re gettin’ off!” 

The cold smile grew threatening. “Careful, Jimmy! All I have to 
do is lift this phone and tell Riggs why you came here. You’ve got 
five years waiting for. you, five long years behind bars. Do you believe 
that a man like Joyce is worth it?” 

Jimmy glared, clenching and unclenching his hands. “Nobody’s 
worth one minute of my freedom, but if you killed Rita—” 

“Yes, Jimmy?” 

“If you killed Rita, then I’m draggin’ you down to the station pe 
a full written confession even if I have to beat it out of you!” 

“You’re an ass, Jimmy. A stupid. unmitigated ass!” He was alert 
now, sitting on the edge of the chair lightpoised, but the smile still 
hovered on his lips. “Rita is dead, and I’m glad. Harry is going to 
die for killing her—and that’s just perfect. Between them they ruined 
my life—they robbed me of everything I held dear, flaunted their 
shame in my ‘face, killed my career because.of the scandal— They 
had me in the gutter—” He broke off, pressing the flat of his hands 
to the polished surface of the desk. “They thought they had me 
down—for good. But now—” He laughed, and the sound of it seemed 
to curdle the air. He got up, pressing his arms to his chest, his eyes 
burning with triumph, with the swéet knowledge of revenge.” I went 
through hell the last three years, only because of what they did to 
me, but now the last laugh is mine! Rita is rotting in the ground and 
soon Harry will be there to join her! And Ill be free, free of their 
dirty power over me, free from all the shame and pain and humilia- 
tion!” 

Jimmy felt Sheila get up behind him, felt her raging fingers on his 
arm. He walked to the desk, slowly, and she followed, her breath 
rasping in her throat. 
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He was tense now, each muscle an aching knot, and when he shook 
his head, stiffly, she read the thought he meant to convey and she 
stepped back, waiting. 

But Roger had read his action too. Deliberately, with his eyes 
burning into Jimmy’s face, he reached inside his jacket and came 
jut with a sheet of paper. 

“I want you to read it, Jimmy,” he said. “Read it, and if you be- 
lieve it’s what you’ve come after—give it to the police.” 

He walked around the desk, ever aware of Sheila’s presence, and 
let Jimmy snatch the paper from his hand. He stepped between them, 
blocking off the paper from Sheila’s sight. As she fought to push him 
away, he said, “Let Jimmy decide—if Joyce is worth the sacrifice—” 

“The confession! The confession!” Sheila cried. “You’ve got to 
let me see it, Jimmy! You’ve got to!” 

But Bailey thrust her away and took the paper from Jimmy’s life- 
less hands. He returned to his seat behind the desk, pale but with 
a look of triumphant arrogance, and slipped it into his pocket. 

Jimmy didn’t say a word. He just stood there, staring into noth- 
ingness, his lips moving soundlessly. . 

Bailey reached for the phone. “Are you going now, Jimmy?” he 
asked. “Or do you want me to call in Riggs?” 

As Sheila watched, unable to credit her senses, Jimmy turned 
slowly and made for the door. She flung herself against the panels, 
barring his way, and cried, “Jimmy! What is it! Why are you walk- 
ing out on me!” 

He regarded her dully, his eyes dead in his face, and said, “There’s 
nothin’ we can do. Nothin’. You better come with me, Sheila, because 
there’s nothin’ we can do.” 

She grabbed his arm, shaking him, shot through with fear and 
desperation. “Harry isn’t guilty! You know it! It’s on the paper he 
showed you! His confession! But you don’t care! You want to let 
him burn, you want Harry to die because of Roger’s lies!” 

She thrust him back into the room, digging into thé open bag, and 
came up with the gun. “We're going to get that paper, Jimmy, and 
then we’re taking it to Riggs! If he tears it up you know what was 
written on it and you’re going to talk! A witness—a witness is all we 
need, to what he said, to what he showed you—and Harry will be 
free! You’re not going to run out on me now, Jimmy! I won't let 
you! 1”? 

The gun was pointed at his stomach but she waved him to one side 
and ordered Bailey from behind the desk. “If you touch that phone 
I'll kill you!” she rasped. “I’m not letting you frame us with Riggs 
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before he gets our story! Get around front and give me that paper!” 

Roger obeyed slowly, lips twitching, his eyes burning with venom. 

“Give me that paper!” she cried again, but Bailey didn’t move. 
He looked past the shimmering gold of her hair, into the empty face 
of the man behind her. “I’m waiting,” he said. * ‘If you want her to 
have it all you have to do is come and get it.’ 

“Never mind that!” The gun moved menacingly. “You'll give it 
to me, Bailey! Now!” 

But Jimmy came to life suddenly, and sprang between them, 
shielding Roger with his body. The whites of his eyes were congest- 
ed and his voice shook when he spoke. 

“I want you to trust me!” he cried. “I want you to forget all about 
Joyce and go away with me! You got to do as I say, Sheila! Joyce is 
nothin’ to us! I love you! We’ll go away somewhere, forget this 
whole stinkin’ mess, forget about what they tried to do to us, and—” 

“Step aside! Step aside, Jimmy! I got to have that paper. Her 
voice dropped, each word edged with steel, and she said, “I don’t 
care what you do after Harry is out. You hate him and want to see 
him dead just as much as Bailey does. But Harry isn’t going to die, 
Jimmy. If anybody is going to do the dying it will be Roger. And if 
you get in my way it will be you!” 

Roger laughed. Softly. It sounded close to Jimmy’s ear, so close 
that he could feel the touch of Roger’s breath. 

“So now you have it,” Roger said. “Now you have the truth, Jim- 
my.” And he laughed again. 

The. gun was pointed right at his head now. Sheila’s eyes were 
dark with scorn, and she said, echoing Roger. “Now you have the 
truth. But there’s nothing you can do about it now. I love Harry. 
He’s the only one I ever did love. That’s why I’m going to get that 
paper and set him free!” 

Roger sighed. “Too bad. I didn’t plan to have-it end this way at 
all. But—” 

He never ended what he was going to say because he lowered his 
hands suddenly, and shoved. 

Jimmy flew against Sheila and she staggered back, trying desper- 
ately to keep her balance. 

Jimmy wasn’t quite clear as to what happened after that. He 
stumbled over the chair, sprawling, and from the corner of his eye 
caught the flash of a fist as Roger struck at Sheila. But then there 
was the report of the gun and the sound of Roger crashing back 
against the desk. 

When he got to his feet, choking from the smell of cordite, he 
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saw Sheila stretched out cold, the smoking gun still in her hand— 

And Roger, the blood gushing from a hole in his neck, dead 
against the desk. 

He was dizzy with fear, and his stomach tried to jump through 
his throat, but he knew what he had to do and he did it. 

He got some blood on his hands, soft, warm blood that seemed to 
have a life of its own, and he put the paper to his mouth to keep from 
retching. 

He left the building through the emergency exit, taking the stone 
steps two at a time. When he got to the subway station he went into 
the lavatory and tore the note into little pieces, flushing it down 
the drain. 

Then he got sick. 

But there was one more thing to do before he idea to the 
hotel, before he would go back and wait for Riggs to pick him up. 

He called long distance. 

When his father answered the wire, he said, “Pop, this is Jimmy. 
I'll be comin’ home after a while, but not so soon. But you don’t have 
to worry. Bailey is dead, and I destroyed the note.” 

A long silence followed. 

Then Mike said, “So you know.” 

“T—know. But only what the note told me. ian I don’t want you to 
tell me any more.’ 

“Bailey caught me in the apartment,” Mike said. “He forced me 
to write down everything. And then he let me go.” 

“Pop—” 

“What is it, Jimmy?” 

“T—nothing— Nothing, Pop. Just—hold tight—and wish me luck.” 

“You—didn’t kill him, Jimmy?” 

“No. Sheila did.” 

The voice from the Wayside Inn wavered. “Then—you will come 
home—after all.” 

“Sure, Pop. You’ll be seein’ me one of these days.” 

“Sure. One of these days.” 

Little noises came through the silence of the open wire. 

“I didn’t méan it to be Rita,” Mike said. “There was no light and 
she was on the bed—” 

“Don’t tell me, Pop. They’ll ask me questions, and I don’t want 
to know anything.” 

A sound came over the wire, a sound that Jimmy hadn’t heard 
since his mother died. : 

His voice grew thick, and he said, “Let’s hang up, Pop. Let’s not—” 
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“Sure, Jimmy. Sure. Call me again—when you’re ready to come 
home.” 

“Waild—horses—couldn’t keep me—from it.” 

“That’s my boy, Jimmy. That’s—my boy.” 

“Thanks, Pop—for everything.” > 

The little noises came again, and then Mike said, “I want to say 
so long now—before they tell us our time is up.” And he tried to 
laugh. 

Jimmy laughed too. “Nobody’s tellin’ us, eh Pop? I got a feelin’ 
that it won’t be up for a long, long, time.” 

He hung up and walked out of the booth, smiling. 


THE END. 
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